


Helix: Episode 1 (Helix)






Nathan M Farrugia







Anomaly Press








Contents








About Helix: Episode 1











Chapter 1








Chapter 2








Chapter 3








Chapter 4








Chapter 5








Chapter 6








Chapter 7








Chapter 8








Chapter 9








Chapter 10








Chapter 11








Chapter 12








Chapter 13








Chapter 14








Chapter 15








Chapter 16








Chapter 17








Chapter 18








Chapter 19








Chapter 20








Chapter 21








Chapter 22











About Helix: Episode 2 (Exile)








Buy Helix: Episode 2








By Nathan M. Farrugia








About Nathan M. Farrugia








Credits








Acknowledgments




















About Helix: Episode 1












A spy hunter. A rogue operative
 .



A secret war that could destroy them both
 .




Olesya hunts the operatives she was trained to become. But when a clandestine mission takes her from the illegal bio-clinics of Brazil to the icy borderlands of Kaliningrad, she encounters an operative with a dangerous secret. As operatives and hunters start vanishing, one thing becomes clear
 ...



They aren’t the only players in this deadly game
 .



This is the first episode in the new bestselling series of cyberpunk thrillers by Australian ex-recon soldier Nathan M. Farrugia. Do you like conspiracies and genetically-enhanced operatives? You’ll love this action-packed cross between Jason Bourne
  and Altered Carbon
 . Find out why readers are calling it “the most addictive action series” they’ve read
 .














Chapter One












D
 amien wasn’t meant
 to be here
 .

‘Thirty-five minutes and you haven’t asked why you’re in this room,’ the border control officer said
 .

Damien was sitting in an interview room, although he used the term loosely since his wrists were duct taped to the chair’s plastic armrests, with cable ties fastened over the tape just to be sure. If he had to be honest, this wasn’t quite how he’d planned things
 .

They weren’t taking chances either. Both his sneakers were missing their shoelaces and there was no partition glass. Just a single camera in the corner, which brought him little comfort
 .

The officer sat behind a table, directly under a sprinkler head fixed to the ceiling. On the table there was a single sheet of paper, face down. The linoleum floor smelled of ammonia, searing Damien’s nostrils. Vents blew cool air; the room temperature was intentionally cold
 .

The officer prodded a tablet with an impatient finger. He was American, but his portly midsection pressed against his local Guatemalan uniform
 .

‘Would you like to know why you’re here?’ he asked
 .

‘You find my aura unusually calming?’ Damien said
 .

‘I find your criminal record unusually 
alarming

 .’

He held up the paper for Damien to see. It was blank
 .

But Damien was more interested in the officer’s arm. There was a thin band of white fabric above his right elbow. He’d seen it before, yet couldn’t quite place it
 .

‘I filled out the immigration form wrong, didn’t I?’ Damien said. ‘I should’ve put Casual Relief Teacher
 .’

‘I hope you enjoyed your time in Guatemala.’ The officer’s attention was back on his tablet
 .

‘Thank you…’ Damien said, reading the surname on his uniform, ‘…Officer White. As far as being pulled off a bus at gunpoint and cavity searched goes, it’s been a real blast. Some people pay for that experience
 .’

‘And I expect you’ll pay for this,’ White said
 .

‘I’d prefer Shibari rope play, but we can work with that,’ Damien said
 .

White’s left eye twitched, barely. ‘You don’t choose
 .’

Damien focused with his enhanced hearing. There was light traffic in the corridor outside, and someone was talking about his possessions in the opposite room. White’s breathing was a bit faster than it should’ve been
 .

‘Level 181. It’s not a place you want to be stuck on,’ White said
 .

Damien blinked. ‘Is that where I am
 ?’

White looked up from his tablet. ‘I mean on Candy Crush. Level 181 is literally impossible
 .’

‘Why did you take me off the bus?’ Damien asked
 .

White barely raised an eyebrow. ‘That doesn’t matter anymore
 .’

‘When the other officers saw my passport, they seemed pretty keen to put me on
 that bus
 .’

‘Believe me when I tell you I was doing you a favor.’ White put his tablet down. ‘What matters is where you will
 go. There are certain gentlemen from a department of the United States government who look forward to meeting you. They should be here soon
 .’

‘And which department is that?’ Damien asked
 .

‘Do I look like I should know, or even care?’ White glared at him. ‘Do you know who I am
 ?’

‘I’m crossing off “romantic love interest,”’ Damien said. ‘Or am I not giving us the chance we deserve
 ?’

‘What we deserve?’ He gave Damien a self-assured nod. ‘We deserve to be purged
 .’

‘I was thinking of doing a detox myself
 .'

‘Are you scared, Damien
 ?’

He knew the answer. He could die here. Or worse, the government could take him. ‘I’m a little concerned
 .’

‘Some things have no right to exist,’ White said, his hand on his holster. ‘Some things should never be born
 .’

Damien felt his skin crawl. Maybe it was the cold air, maybe it was White. ‘What things?’ he asked
 .

White lifted his hand from the holster and inspected his fingertips. ‘It’s not just what they are, but what they do.’ He looked at Damien, unwavering. ‘What did you do, exactly
 ?’

Damien felt his pulse race, a dull throb in his ear. He breathed slowly and focused on the officer. There was still a way out. ‘You’re not interested in what I did. You’re interested in who they are. And how they can pull strings so far above your head
 .’

White shifted in his seat. His chair squeaked. ‘They’re just another agency
 .’

‘It doesn’t matter what agency they say they’re from,’ Damien said. ‘They’re not
 .’

White stood and began to circle the table. He paused in front of Damien and folded his arms. ‘Why do you think I’d believe anything you say
 ?’

Damien resisted the urge to blink. ‘That depends on what I say
 .’

‘Do you think you’ll survive this
 ?’

‘If you didn’t take me off that bus, would I have survived
 ?’

White frowned. ‘That’s a strange question
 .’

‘With a strange answer,’ Damien said
 .

‘It depends on what you mean by survival.’ White’s tablet buzzed. He walked over to check it, then double-check it. His lips shivered into a smile. ‘I have some good news
 .’

The door opened and a pair of uniformed officers entered. Like White, they didn’t appear to be local. And like White, they both wore white arm bands. One officer closed the door
 .

Their name tags read Price and Gray. Price had an oddly large head and thick eyebrows that twitched when he drew a fixed-blade knife. It didn’t look government issue, and it didn’t glint under the light because it was coated black
 .

Gray didn’t reach for her knife, but she kept a hand close to her holstered stun gun. Her glass-green eyes focused on Damien’s body instead of his face. Damien pulled sharply on his restraints, but it did little good. From opposing sides, both officers approached him
 .

‘Change of plans?’ Damien asked
 .

‘No,’ White said. ‘Change of strings
 .’












Chapter Two












Seven years ago




St Petersburg, Russia







‘W
 ake up.’


Olesya rubbed her eyes. Zakhar, her older brother, was whispering in her ear
 .

‘What are you doing?’ she asked, sitting up
 .

Zakhar held a letter, typed and printed. She tried to read it but some of the English words were difficult. Zakhar giggled and folded the paper over to reveal the Russian translation
 .

‘I’m … accepted? I have the scholarship?’ she asked
 .

He grinned. ‘Congratulations
 !’

‘Where did you get this?’ she asked
 .

‘I took it from the kitchen,’ Zakhar said. ‘But you need to act surprised when they tell us tomorrow
 .’

Olesya looked at him. ‘Where’s your letter? Did you get in
 ?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘My letter’s different
 .’

‘But … I’m going without you
 ?’

Zakhar smiled. ‘You’re fourteen now, you can do it. I know you can
 .’

She looked at her brother. He was dressed in jeans, a down jacket and beanie
 .

‘Where are you going?’ she asked
 .

‘I’m going to build a snowman,’ he said. ‘And I’m not doing it by myself
 .’

She frowned. ‘In the middle of the night
 ?’

‘All the other kids are doing it. And it’s your last New Year before you go.’ Zakhar wiggled an eyebrow. ‘You don’t want to miss out on the fun. Unless you’re 
boring
 —
 ’

Olesya pushed him to one side. ‘I’ll get my 
boots
 —
 ’

‘These ones?’ Zakhar was already holding them
 .

She grabbed them. ‘Lucky guess
 .’

Zakhar paced the bedroom while she pulled a thick sweater and jeans over her pajamas. He’d already picked out their scarves and gloves. She reached for the door. Zakhar put his hand on her arm
 .

‘The window,’ he said. ‘Always go through the window
 .’

Luckily they were on the first floor, because she didn’t like heights. The window creaked as he opened it, and she hoped their parents wouldn’t hear. She could hear them with the other adults. They were in the apartment next door, sharing Olivier salad, champagne and loud stories
 .

Their voices were constant enough to cover Zakhar’s movements as he helped Olesya out into the winter’s night, holding up the window so she could wriggle through. She let him take her hand and steer them to the subway, avoiding next door’s windows. It was only a five-minute trip into town and they didn’t have to wait more than a minute for the train
 .

It was almost two in the morning, but the streets were filled with equal amounts of kids and grownups. She watched kids slide down a hill on a wooden sled and plough into a clump of snow. They disappeared into the white, their laughter muffled
 .

Zakhar’s nose was already winter-red as he pulled her eagerly toward the bridge. He wanted to walk across the canal—the water frozen solid—but she chose the bridge instead, not wanting to slip across the ice. He didn’t protest and instead they crossed the bridge and reached the Palace Square. This was their first new-year celebration outside of their hometown in Belarus and she wasn’t prepared for so many people or decorations
 .

In front of the peppermint and cream Winter Palace, Olesya could see large crowds gathering. Grownups ate pirozhki
 —pies filled with cabbage, mushrooms or beef—while the kids nibbled on sweet gingerbread. Some of the families danced around fir Christmas trees that sparkled with gold ornaments and purple, blue, and green fairy lights. They were dancing for Santa Claus—Grandfather Frost—
 and his granddaughter, the Snow Maiden
 .

Olesya squeezed Zakhar’s hand. ‘Let’s dance
 .’

‘Nooooooo,’ he said as she pulled him through the crowd
 .

They made it as far as the nearest glittering fir tree before Zakhar saw the circle of kids and dug his heels into the snow. He poked his tongue out and broke from her grasp. Olesya gave chase, cutting him off at the market stalls. By then he was distracted. He seemed to ignore the pies and go straight for the fireworks stall. She caught up and pushed him to the next stall where she could talk him into sweet cotton instead. He used his pocket money to pay for two pink balls of fluff, each on a stick, and handed her one
 .

‘They call this cotton candy in America,’ Zakhar said
 .

He bit a chunk off the sweet cotton so large it stuck to his cold nose. Olesya laughed as she watched him try to retrieve it with his tongue, going cross-eyed. He was just showing off, so she took the sweet cotton from his nose. He tried to stop her but she was too fast, shoving it in her mouth. It melted on her tongue and tasted exactly like pink
 .

‘That’s not fair!’ Zakhar said
 .

This time, Olesya stuck her tongue out
 .

Together, they walked Nevsky Prospekt and ate their sweet cotton. Zakhar didn’t seem to have a direction in mind, which was fine with her
 .

‘You’ll need to know words like “cotton candy,”’ he said
 .

‘I know,’ Olesya said. ‘I need to learn more English
 .’

‘You’re super-smart. You can do it.’ He pulled her beanie over her eyes. ‘I still get to see you on vacation, right
 ?’

She nodded, breathing thimbles of cold air. The buildings on both sides of Nevsky Prospekt were high and dusted in snow, lit with pretty lights. Everyone seemed to be smiling tonight, eyes warm with hope for the new year
 .

‘What should we do?’ Zakhar asked
 .

Olesya wrinkled her nose. ‘Build a snowman, obviously
 .’

His eyes lit up. ‘Let’s build a snow army
 !’

‘I have a better idea,’ she said. ‘Let’s build a snow dinosaur
 !’

‘I’ll make the horns
 !’

The street was busy and Olesya had to watch her step so the sweet cotton didn’t stick to someone’s coat. They crossed another frozen white canal. On either side of the road there were more aged buildings. Some were aglow with festive lights while others—candy cathedrals and apricot fortresses—gleamed with an enchantment of their own. Zakhar found a garden that was less crowded, but still coated in snow. Olesya scooped up a handful and smoothed it into a ball
 .

‘I like this statue,’ he said, standing before it
 .

With a scepter in one hand and olive wreath in the other, the Empress of Russia stood before them. Below her, a second tier of carved men and women—politicians, poets, swordfighters, and courtiers
 .

Olesya knew the Empress from her mother’s history books. She was called Catherine the Great. Born Sophie Friederike Auguste in the eighteenth century, she was intelligent, kind, and ambitious. Sophie expanded the country’s education, science, and the arts, bringing a golden age to Russia it had never seen before
 .

Olesya ducked just in time as a snowball almost struck her face
 .

‘How did you—’ Zakhar said
 .

She was ready, hurling her snowball at him in mid-run. It exploded over his ear. He spat snow and tumbled. Olesya ran over to see if he was hurt, but he sprang to his feet with a new snowball that clipped her shoulder. He adjusted his beanie and looked up at her
 .

‘You never miss,’ he said. ‘How do you do that
 ?’

‘Easy.’ She wiped snow from her coat. ‘I watch you move and know where to throw it
 .’

Zakhar collapsed on his back with a sigh. ‘That’s why they picked you
 .’

Olesya slumped down behind him, the top of her beanie touching his. She looked up at the sugarcoated spires. They pointed to the stars above
 .

‘What if I come back and you’re not here anymore?’ she asked
 .

‘I’ll always be here,’ Zakhar said. ‘And if I move, I’ll leave a secret message for you where no one can find it, except you
 .’

She laughed. ‘That’s impossible
 .’

‘Nothing’s impossible.’ Zakhar, still lying down, pointed toward the statue of Catherine the Great. His finger aimed for one of the people carved under her. ‘See that woman in the gown, holding that book
 ?’

She followed his aim. ‘The head of science
 .’

‘Yeah, her.’ He nodded. ‘I’ll hide a secret note in her gown that only you can find
 .’

‘What if … I can’t?’ Olesya hated the words as she said them
 .

For a while, he was silent. It was the longest she’d seen him not talk. Above them, fireworks crackled, then trickled down the velvet sky. Olesya tried to imagine what this scholarship on the other side of the world would be like. What it would be like without her big brother
 .

The snow squeaked under Zakhar’s jacket. He rubbed his face with a gloved hand and she realized he’d been crying. The fireworks had faded now, golden glitter in the night
 .

‘I’m supposed to look out for you,’ he said. ‘How will I know you’ll be OK
 ?’

‘You won’t.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘Even I won’t know that
 .’












Chapter Three












One year later




Location: Classified







T
 he entire squad
 stopped what they were doing and looked at Olesya
 .

‘What are you doing here?’ one of them asked
 .

This wasn’t off to a great start
 .

There were nine recruits inside the compact living quarters. The quarters smelled of used socks and shoe polish. There was a pair of recruits to almost every metal bunk bed, the bed sheets folded with hospital corners and smoothed by a wooden ruler. The recruits wore nametags velcroed to their uniforms, a privilege reserved only for those in Combat Training
 .

A boy stepped forward, arms folded. Olesya recognized him as Ark, the squad leader. He was tall and thin, with curly brown hair and rounded eyes that looked too big for his head. He smirked as he approached
 .

‘Take a wrong turn, Blondie?’ he said. ‘Which squad are you looking for
 ?’

Olesya swallowed. ‘Firebird
 .’

His smile dissolved. ‘Uh, that’s us
 .’

‘I’ve been transferred,’ she said
 .

‘Not to Firebird, you haven’t.’ He lifted his chin. ‘Must be some mistake. Where are you from
 ?’

‘English Squad.’ Olesya noticed the empty bunk. ‘Is that the spare bed
 ?’

‘Whoa, hold up there.’ He stepped between her and the bed. ‘That’s for a proper recruit, not some little girl from English Squad
 .’


I’ll show you a proper recruit
 , she thought
 .

‘I don’t know why they moved me,’ she said. ‘I’m just following orders
 .’

‘From English Squad?’ Ark laughed. ‘Great, a recruit who can’t even speak English properly
 .’

Someone else cleared their throat and moved nimbly forward. Her nametag read Xiu. Her large brown eyes flickered between Olesya and Ark. When she spoke, she was calm but sure
 .

‘It sounds like she speaks better English than you,’ Xiu said. Her accent was American, not Chinese. Her gaze lingered on Olesya for a moment, but not too long
 .

‘I didn’t ask you.’ Ark focused on Olesya. ‘I don’t care about your language skills, I care about your combat skills. And you have zero
 .’

‘I have basic training,’ Olesya said. ‘Did you forget
 ?’

Ark almost laughed. ‘Basic won’t get you far in this squad, Blondie
 .’

The rest of Firebird were whispering in their bunks. Olesya couldn’t hear what they were saying. She spoke up, drowning them out
 .

‘That’s why I’m here, to learn,’ she said. ‘Everyone says you’re the best leader of all the squads
 .’

Ark allowed himself a knowing smile
 .

She leaned in to whisper. ‘But I think they’re wrong
 .’

‘What do y—’ Ark said. ‘What do you know, huh
 ?’

‘You can’t handle one untrained recruit.’ Olesya stepped forward. ‘The best leader could do that, easy
 .’

For a fraction of a second, Ark flinched, as though he was about to be attacked from something high above. Then his bony arms locked at his sides. ‘We have more important things to do than babysit you. We have training and tests to pass. You won’t even last a day
 .’

‘Then you have nothing to worry about,’ Olesya said
 .

Ark smiled. ‘Exactly
 .’

Olesya sidestepped him and threw her pack on the empty bed. She just wanted to get on with it and make this change as painless as possible. ‘I’m from English Squad, remember? I’ll only be here for one day
 .’

Before Ark could reply, an instructor in black fatigues stepped into their quarters
 .

‘Firebird Squad,’ the instructor said
 .

The recruits stood at attention, Olesya included
 .

‘Today you move into your final phase of Combat Training.’ The instructor eyed each of them with passing interest. ‘Your first field exercise is tomorrow. Do you know what happens if you fail
 ?’

‘Corporal.’ Ark cleared his throat. ‘Those who fail to qualify go back to Basic
 .’

‘Incorrect. Those who fail are disqualified from the entire program. Do you want to be disqualified, squad leader
 ?’

‘No, Corporal!’ Ark said
 .

‘Any further questions, recruits?’ the instructor asked
 .

‘Corporal,’ Olesya said
 .

The instructor inhaled sharply. ‘If this is about why you’re here, recruit, it is not an administrative error. You will keep pace with your new squad or you will be disqualified, which in your case won’t be much of a difference. But since Firebird would be disqualified along with you, they might disagree
 .’

Olesya shook her head. ‘No Corporal, my question is different
 .’

The instructor was already turning to leave. ‘What is it
 ?’

‘Do you know when we can make phone calls to our family?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘Outside communication is prohibited during FPCON Bravo,’ the instructor said. ‘Once the threat is downgraded to Alpha, you might be allowed to have outside contact. Any letters addressed to you will be withheld until further notice. It might not have occurred to anyone here, but our security is more important than your temporary homesickness
 .’

With that, he left
 .

Another recruit shrugged. His nametag read Jay. ‘I think he seemed happier than usual,’ Jay said
 .

Olesya noticed Ark stiffen. He swiveled and closed on her. His nostrils and eyes widened as he stared her down, which was difficult since she was a bit taller than him
 .

‘Let’s make this clear,’ Ark whispered. ‘We’re qualifying. You’re not going to screw that up for us. On the field exercise tomorrow, you’re a shadow. You follow us and you do nothing else. You got that
 ?’

‘More than you think. I’ve seen your scores in Combat Training,’ Olesya said. ‘They say Firebird is almost the best. And I can see why
 .’

Ark’s fists opened slightly. ‘Almost
 ?’

Olesya tried not to mumble. ‘Next to Helldiver
 .’

‘Just ’cos they recently qualified?’ Ark walked to his bunk. ‘That’ll be us soon. Then they’ll be almost
 the best
 .’

Jay laughed. ‘Yeah, we have a fresh recruit from English Squad and we still kick ass. Wouldn’t that be something
 ?’

Ark’s lips twitched. ‘She won’t last
 .’

‘She has to,’ Xiu said. ‘She’s one of us now
 .’

Olesya met Xiu’s gaze. ‘If you’ll have me
 .’

‘We’ll have you, all right.’ Ark stepped between them. ‘If you need to aim your weapon, you aim it. If you need to fire your weapon, you do what little English Squad girls do and pretend to fire
 .’

‘What if she needs to, you know, actually shoot something?’ Xiu asked
 .

Ark held up a finger. ‘I’m trying to save our squad.’ He focused on Olesya. ‘Do you understand me
 ?’

‘I understand you’re insecure,’ Olesya said. ‘And I understand that someone used to hit you when you were younger. Older brother, bully at school, maybe your father
 .’

On his face, she noticed an almost imperceptible eye twitch. It was a flicker, and nothing more
 .

‘So it’s your father,’ Olesya said
 .

Ark strode toward her, his lips curling to reveal a chipped tooth
 .

Olesya stood her ground and spoke without pause. ‘My father did the same to me. I think a lot of recruits here had that problem
 .’

Ark stood, almost nose to nose with her, unblinking. ‘You’re
 going to have that problem in a minute
 .’

‘Ark, don’t.’ Another recruit placed her hand on his shoulder
 .

Olesya read her nametag: Val. His shoulders relaxed. He seemed to listen to her
 .

‘You’re one of the best performing recruits here,’ Olesya said to Ark. ‘But you could be the
 best. If they see how much a recruit like me improves—under your command—they would be very impressed. You pull off the impossible, that guarantees your squad qualifies. Maybe that’s the real test
 .’

‘Wait, she has a point,’ Jay said
 .

Ark glared at him. ‘She does not
 .’

Xiu folded her arms. ‘But what if she’s right
 ?’

‘You’re the squad leader,’ Olesya said to him. ‘You
 have to be right
 .’

Ark straightened up. ‘Xiu, you like this new recruit so much, how about you train her in your free time?’ He watched Olesya carefully. ‘You only have today, Blondie. Don’t waste it
 .’









* * *



O
 lesya stepped
 into the mess a few minutes late for breakfast. It smelled of instant coffee and overcooked scrambled eggs. She was the last recruit from Firebird to arrive, and after what happened this morning, she preferred it that way
 .

Her appetite was almost zero, so she skipped the overcooked eggs and dry bacon that most recruits shoveled down their necks and settled for a liquid breakfast: a bland-tasting coconut shake, purposely missing all the chocolate so the recruits wouldn’t go crazy on sugar. So no one would question her appetite, she placed a cup of coffee and a snack-sized packet of cashews on her tray
 .

By now, all of Firebird were halfway through their breakfast and chatting among themselves. She felt Ark’s stare as she walked to an empty table. Another recruit shifted from Ark’s table to hers, sitting opposite her
 .

‘So you’re Olesya?’ Xiu asked
 .

She was reading off Olesya’s nametag, but Olesya nodded anyway
 .

‘Welcome to Firebird Squad, I’m Xiu.’ She pronounced it as she-you
 . ‘Where are you from
 ?’

‘Russia,’ Olesya said. ‘Technically I’m from Belarus, but my family moved to Russia. And you are 
from
 —
 ’

‘America.’ Xiu grinned. ‘Technically from China
 .’

Xiu didn’t say anything more. Instead, she ate her eggs in silence, her eyes wide and focused. Under the fluorescent light, Olesya could see freckles scattered across Xiu’s pink cheeks and threads of amber in her brown eyes
 .

Xiu’s movements were smooth and quick, so quick that a mouthful of scrambled eggs slipped from her fork onto her lap. That would’ve annoyed Olesya, but Xiu didn’t seem to care. She wiped her chin with the back of her hand and collected the egg with her fork. It looked funny, but Olesya was careful not to smile. Xiu caught Olesya staring
 .

‘Your father never hit you, did he?’ Xiu said
 .

Olesya swallowed. ‘No
 .’

Xiu tucked a strand of raven-black hair behind her ear. ‘So why did you say that to Ark
 ?’

‘I was just … trying to make a connection
 .’

‘What you said to him, no one’s ever gotten away with that before.’ Xiu seemed almost amused. ‘But you said it better than most
 .’

‘Thanks.’

Xiu chewed thoughtfully. ‘So, English Squad, huh? All this time and then they just throw you in with us
 .’

Olesya nodded. ‘I don’t know why they decided to move me
 .’

Xiu’s small lips curled into a smile. ‘I was born in America and your English is better than mine
 .’

‘But I have an accent.’ Olesya felt her cheeks warm. ‘And I think you overestimate me
 .’

‘We’re all here because we’re special,’ Xiu said. ‘You don’t think so
 ?’

Olesya sipped her shake. ‘We’re different
 .’

‘I saw your test results last year
 .’

That seemed so long ago, Olesya could scarcely remember that. She couldn’t even remember arriving at the base. ‘Nothing out of the ordinary
 .’

‘What I saw this morning, you ran rings around our squad leader and he didn’t even know it,’ Xiu said, leaning in. ‘That wasn’t ordinary
 .’

Xiu stopped talking when Jay sat next to her and started eating from his tray. He had high cheekbones, an amber complexion and an ever-present smirk
 .

‘Sorry about our squad leader,’ he said, between mouthfuls of bacon. ‘He can be a bit of a dick
 .’

Olesya looked down. ‘I don’t think he likes me much
 .’

‘Ark can be a bit difficult,’ Xiu said
 .

Another recruit sat next to Jay with his own tray of food. His nametag read Damien. He had pale olive skin, scruffy hair, and a nose slightly too big for his face
 .

‘So you’ve met our squad leader?’ Damien asked. At least he still had a slight Italian accent
 .

‘Unfortunately,’ Olesya said
 .

Damien shook his head. ‘There was this one time at the range, the rear sight on my pistol was stuck and I couldn’t adjust it
 .’

Jay elbowed him. ‘Yeah, I bet Helldiver sabotaged it on purpose
 .’

‘My point is, we had this big test and my shots were off,’ Damien said. ‘I wasn’t going to qualify. I told the instructor and he just blamed me, told me there was nothing wrong with the sights. He didn’t even bother to check
 .’

Damien paused to sip his juice
 .

Jay cleared his throat. ‘When the instructor wasn’t looking, Ark swapped his pistol with Damien’s
 .’

Damien nodded. ‘I just scraped through
 .’

‘What about Ark?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘His shots before that were dead center, tight grouping,’ Jay said. ‘Even with Damien’s messed-up pistol, he just managed to qualify
 .’

‘Ark looks out for us,’ Damien said. ‘Give him time and he’ll look out for you too
 .’

‘What if I’m not good enough?’ Olesya asked. ‘Then I get all of you disqualified. What happens then
 ?’

Xiu, Damien and Jay exchanged glances
 .

‘We don’t know,’ Damien said
 .

‘I can tell you my theory,’ Jay whispered. ‘When you’re disqualified, 
they
 —
 ’

Xiu held up her hand. ‘No one wants to hear your theory, Jay
 .’

‘Fine, whatever.’ Jay accidentally spat bacon into her shake. He looked at the table behind them and ran off the names of every recruit in Firebird Squad and their ‘inherent abilities
 ’.

‘Sitting next to Ark, that’s his sister, Val,’ Jay said. ‘She has really good night vision and she can see ultraviolet stuff. Ark’s ability is magnets or whatever it’s called. Pretty lame ability. I never said that though
 .’

Val had the same curly brown hair, but longer, and her face wasn’t narrow like Ark’s. She was actually quite pretty, Olesya thought. Hard to believe she was Ark’s sister. Val caught them looking at her and smiled. She seemed friendly
 .

Olesya watched as she turned to Ark and rattled her fist. He did the same. They both shook their fists three times, then she opened her palm while he opened his fist into a finger gun. It looked like they were playing some sort of game and he’d lost. It showed on his long face as she pinched the last of his bacon
 .

‘Val keeps him in check and he looks out for her, just like the rest of us,’ Jay said. ‘But they’re super tight.’ He paused. ‘Tight is like close. They’re real close
 .’

‘I got it.’ Olesya nodded. ‘Tight
 .’

Xiu followed her gaze to the table across from Firebird
 .

‘Who are they?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘Helldiver Squad,’ Xiu said
 .

Olesya noticed the girl a few shades darker than Jay. She had tightly drawn lips and dark springy hair tied in a bun
 .

‘That’s Nasira, their squad leader,’ Xiu said
 .

Jay risked a glance. ‘She never smiles
 .’

‘Don’t stare,’ Xiu said
 .

Olesya averted her gaze and caught a smirk from Xiu
 .

‘Not you, Olesya.’ Xiu nodded to Jay. ‘I meant him
 .’

Jay nudged Damien. ‘Tell her your ability. It’s a good one
 !’

Damien had just started to delicately eat his breakfast, one food group at a time. He cleared his throat and looked up. ‘Um, they call it thermogenesis
 .’

Jay groaned. ‘That’s too complicated, I told you to call it Thermo
 ! It sounds way cooler
 .’

‘How does it work?’ Olesya asked
 .

Damien leaned forward and wrapped his hand around Olesya’s cold cup of coffee. Nothing happened for a while. He released it and she could see steam rising
 .

Jay grinned. ‘We make him do that all the time, it’s real handy
 .’

‘What’s yours?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘I can electrocute stuff,’ Jay said, reaching for her cup
 .

Olesya quickly moved it from his reach
 .

Jay looked dejected. ‘I call it Electro
 .’ He moved his hand toward Xiu but she was quick to intercept it, gripping his wrist
 .

‘Shock me again and I’ll shave your eyebrows while you sleep,’ Xiu said
 .

Jay pried his wrist free and rubbed it. ‘Xiu’s ability is she’s a total ninja. Reflexes like a cat. The testicle 
system
 —
 ’

‘Vestibular system,’ Xiu said. ‘Balance, agility. The scientists here call it 
Hyperequilibrioception

 .’

Damien chewed on his eggs. ‘They’re pretty keen to take that ability and give it to all of us
 .’

‘If we qualify,’ Jay said. ‘So what’s yours
 ?’

Olesya’s mouth went dry
 .

‘Jay, not everyone has one.’ Xiu glared at him. ‘We were picked because of our special genetics, not whether we have party tricks. Plus, it’s rude to ask
 .’

‘Yeah, sorry.’ Jay leaned over to inspect Xiu’s breakfast. She slapped his hand, sending him into retreat
 .

‘Olesya doesn’t have to tell anyone her ability, unless she wants to,’ Xiu said
 .

Damien nodded in agreement. Jay did too, although he was busy peering over Damien’s breakfast. He spied a sausage on Damien’s plate and poked it with his fork
 .

‘Are you eating that?’ Jay asked
 .

The sausage was already in Jay’s mouth by the time Damien replied
 .

‘No, I’m not.’ Damien looked over at Olesya. ‘Just give Ark some time. He’ll come around
 .’

Olesya flicked the straw in her shake. ‘He reminds me a lot of my brother
 .’

‘Your brother tried out for this?’ Jay asked
 .

She nodded
 .

‘Was he eligible?’ Damien asked. ‘It’s totally the whole genetic thing. I’m an only child, but there’s heaps of brothers and sisters here.’ He nudged Jay. ‘Didn’t you say you had a brother
 ?’

Jay rubbed his nose. ‘No
 .’

‘My brother should be here, not me,’ Olesya said
 .

‘Why would you say that?’ Xiu asked. ‘So you don’t want to be here
 ?’

Olesya didn’t want to offend Xiu or the boys, they’d been so friendly. ‘Not as much as my brother did
 .’

‘He didn’t pass the trials?’ Jay asked
 .

‘Don’t talk with your mouth full,’ Damien said
 .

Olesya wet her cracked lips. ‘He passed everything but the stress tests
 .’

‘Yeah, they suck big-time,’ Jay said. ‘He buckled under pressure, hey
 ?’

‘My parents were disappointed in him,’ Olesya said
 .

Jay smirked. ‘But you
 got in, right? You’re here
 .’

Olesya drank the last of her coffee. ‘Yeah
 .’

Xiu clapped her hands once, sharply. It made Damien jump and Jay choke on his food. Xiu ignored them. ‘Olesya, have you used a weapon before
 ?’

‘A gun? No
 .’

Xiu leaned over her breakfast tray. ‘OK, so first rule is you don’t call them guns. They’re pistols, rifles, carbines, things that go boom,’ she said. ‘Second rule, you probably don’t get this in English Squad but we have two hours of free training after lunch. I’m no expert, but maybe I can show you a thing or two
 .’

‘Nice,’ Damien said
 .

‘Yeah, Xiu’s our best shooter.’ Jay grinned. ‘After me, anyway
 .’

Xiu tilted her head. ‘Jay, do you even remember our scores in close quarters
 ?’

‘In my head,’ Jay said, ‘And I exaggerated the numbers a bit
 .’

Damien and Xiu laughed, and Olesya laughed with them. It was the first time she’d laughed in a while
 .

‘How about it?’ Xiu arched an eyebrow and Olesya saw a glint of mischief in her eyes
 .

‘You really want to help me?’ Olesya asked
 .

Xiu smiled. ‘We have to
 .’

Olesya’s packet of cashews rustled. She looked down to see Jay’s hand over it
 .

‘Are you going to eat those
 ?’












Chapter Four












‘D
 raw your weapon.’
 Xiu’s voice sounded distant through Olesya’s earplugs
 .

Olesya flipped the stud on her holster. She drew her pistol along the side of her body. When it reached her chest, she took it with both hands and extended it out toward her target. The pistol’s front and rear sights wobbled. It was a Glock 19, Xiu had told her. It was gray and blocky, but small enough for her sweaty hands
 .

Xiu walked behind her, watching closely
 .

Olesya noticed the rangemaster peer over his newspaper. Maybe it was a bit funny to see a fifteen-year-old girl teach a fourteen-year-old girl how to fire a live pistol. She wondered if he might intervene, but he seemed more interested in his crossword puzzle
 .

‘Relax,’ Xiu said. ‘And you can breathe, by the way
 .’

Olesya inhaled sharply, which made Xiu laugh. The shooting range was indoors and smelled of rubber. Xiu smelled a lot better
 .

‘Two shots, one after the other,’ Xiu said
 .

Olesya gripped her pistol with clammy hands. She lined up the sights and carefully squeezed the trigger. The pistol kicked with a dull pop. She sighted her target again, tried to keep her arms still. The pistol was light, but she was getting shaky. The longer she gripped it, the harder it was to aim. She squeezed again
 .

Xiu was standing beside her, looking at the target. Olesya felt embarrassed. She wasn’t very good. She peered over her pistol and noticed both shots were slightly to the right and lower than the target’s center
 .

‘Not bad for your first try,’ Xiu said
 .

‘I don’t know if I can do this under pressure
 .’

Xiu placed her hands over Olesya’s. ‘We’ll find out tomorrow
 .’

Olesya’s breathing quickened. She tried to hide it. ‘What happens to me if I’m disqualified
 ?’

Xiu adjusted her fingers, wrapping Olesya’s secondary hand further around to support the pistol. ‘You repay your debt
 .’

Her new grip felt strange, but Xiu’s touch was comforting
 .

‘What’s the debt?’ Olesya asked
 .

Xiu checked Olesya’s thumbs: now one rested behind the other. Xiu wiggled them and grinned, making Olesya smile. ‘No one knows,’ Xiu said. ‘Maybe you work for them or maybe they just kill you
 .’

Olesya waited for her to laugh or admit she was joking. She didn’t
 .

‘Relax your shooting hand,’ Xiu said. ‘But keep your supporting hand firm
 .’

Olesya did as she instructed. ‘Do you really believe that
 ?’

‘It doesn’t matter what I believe.’ Xiu took a step back. ‘Two more rounds
 .’

With her new grip, Olesya focused on relaxing her shooting hand. She sighted her target and sent two more rounds into it. The recoil was light and the pistol snapped in her grasp
 .

‘Holster,’ Xiu said
 .

Olesya pulled the pistol back to her chest, down along her body, into the holster. Xiu must have noticed the smooth movement because she raised her eyebrow
 .

‘You told me you’ve never handled a pistol,’ Xiu asked
 .

‘The draw and holster?’ Olesya said. ‘No, but I was watching you
 .’

Xiu blinked. ‘That was perfect.’ She turned her attention to the target at the end of the range. There were two new holes; they were in the center this time. ‘Better grouping. Last time, your shooting hand was too tight. Your wrist was putting torque to the rounds as you fired
 .’

‘Torque. What is that word?’ Olesya asked
 .

Xiu frowned. ‘It’s like turning or twisting. So you’re twisting the pistol with your wrist. Throws off your aim, just enough to miss. It’s a common problem
 .’

Olesya nodded. Today, she’d learned a new word and how to shoot a pistol
 .

‘Now you are relaxed.’ Xiu’s hand touched Olesya’s for a moment. ‘Your supporting hand gives you stability
 .’

‘What if I’m shooting one-handed?’ Olesya asked
 .

A smile tugged at the corners of Xiu’s mouth. She put a hand on Olesya’s shoulder. ‘If we make it through tomorrow, I’ll teach you
 .’

‘Why are you helping me?’ Olesya asked
 .

Xiu folded her arms. ‘You want the truth? I want to help you
 .’

‘Do you think that’s why I’m here?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘I don’t know why they put you in our squad. But if we’re all disqualified from the program, I won’t blame you
 .’

‘But it will be my fault.’ Olesya felt sick at the thought of it. ‘Maybe I’m not cut out for this sort of thing
 .’

‘Maybe you’re too scared to step out of line,’ Xiu said
 .

‘I don’t want to make a mistake
 .’

Xiu smiled. ‘I think that’s exactly what you should do
 .’












Chapter Five












T
 he whistle sounded
 through the forest
 .

In the darkness, the recruits drew their compact Glock 19 pistols. The objective of this exercise: at least one Firebird recruit must cross the beacons at the finish line without being hit. Stopping them from doing so: trained special forces soldiers
 .

With her thumb, Olesya flipped the stud on her holster. She drew and aimed low. The pistol’s slide was pale blue, chambered with electro-rounds. They didn’t penetrate their target, but they were tipped with four-pronged electrodes that delivered a nasty electric shock, enough to cause what their instructors called neuromuscular incapacitation
 . It was enough to drop the target—and disable their firearm for the remainder of the exercise—but not enough to kill them
 .

Olesya breathed in the winter air. It smelled of the giant trees around her, their trunks surfacing from damp undergrowth and twisting skyward. She looked up to see them disappear into the midnight fog
 .

From the front of the squad, Ark shot her a stern glare through his mask before nodding to the rest of Firebird. Everyone wore safety goggles and a blue vest that identified them as members of the same squad, although in this darkness the blue seemed almost gray
 .

They assembled into a line and Ark closed his eyes. Everyone remained still, waiting. Firebird didn’t have compasses to guide them, and there was no visible moon to orient themselves. Thankfully, Ark’s magnetoception afforded him a precise sense of direction. He closed his eyes for a moment, found his bearing and then opened them. He pointed ahead
 .

Xiu moved behind Olesya, taking rear security, while Damien took the scout position ahead of the squad. Everyone else moved in single file with space between them. Olesya watched as Damien slipped into the darkness and Ark followed him, leading the squad carefully in his wake
 .

Olesya listened to the soft squishing sound of their boots on moss and undergrowth. The forest itself was silent, making her skin prickle
 .

Ark issued a slight correction and Damien adjusted his bearing. Ark’s hand fell to his side. It was shaking
 .

Olesya strained to listen for sounds around them, half-expecting an ambush. Her nose was cold and she resisted the urge to sniff. It wasn’t long before Damien led them to the edge of the forest and a road. Without a word, he lay down quietly
 .

Firebird Squad followed suit and flattened out prone, inching forward to him. Ark’s sister, Val, was looking ahead with her enhanced vision. Olesya crawled forward, her elbows moving over damp ground
 .

‘What can you see?’ Ark asked quietly
 .

‘Small town in the distance,’ Val said. ‘Gas station, some abandoned shops. Taller buildings ahead
 .’

‘How tall
 ?’

‘Three levels, I think
 .’

‘Did they say anything about a town in the middle of the forest?’ Damien asked
 .

Jay shook his head. ‘They don’t say much of anything
 .’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Ark said. ‘What’s here is here and we get through no matter what
 .’

Jay nudged Damien. ‘We’re not out of the woods yet
 .’

‘That was terrible,’ Damien said
 .

‘Quiet,’ Ark told them. ‘Right, open ground from here to the gas station. We make a run for it and use the station as cover. Once we see more of the town, we can plan from there. If anyone disagrees, now’s the time to say so
 .’

No one disagreed
 .

‘Good,’ Ark said. ‘Move in groups, cover your front and sides.’ He paused and turned to Olesya. ‘Don’t screw this up
 .’

She said nothing and watched as the first group of four broke the line, then crossed the road
 .

Ark got to one knee and tapped Xiu and Val. ‘Let’s go
 .’

They moved in a compressed line of three, then dissolved into the long grass. When Olesya checked over her shoulder, she was relieved to see Damien and Jay still lying behind her. They watched different areas of the forest in case someone snuck up behind them. Jay scratched his chin
 .

Olesya inched herself to the edge of the forest, ready to move. She watched as the second group reached the gas station, collecting along the back wall with the first group. Val and Xiu watched from each corner. Everything they did was thoughtful and calculated. She admired them
 .

Damien was beside her now. Jay was on her other side. He gave her a nod—the same nod that Ark gave his squad because he trusted them
 .


Does Jay actually trust me
 ?


Jay was first on the road and then Damien dropped down the slope behind him, facing right. Olesya slid carefully in their wake, reaching the road and moving behind Damien. She held her pistol low and to the left, and scanned the distant road. Jay looked over his shoulder, checking that she was with him. He seemed pleased that she was
 .

‘Let’s roll,’ he said under his breath
 .

He started into a run. Damien was two paces behind. They didn’t wait for her to catch up, they just expected her to be there. She liked that
 .

They crossed the road and moved into the night. Her boots hit the grass and for a moment she worried about their rear being exposed, but Ark and the others had that covered
 .


Just focus on getting this right
 , she thought
 .

All she could hear was her own breathing and the grass whipping across her legs. She looked down, surprised to find her legs moving in perfect rhythm with Damien and Jay. Maybe she could do this
 .

They reached the gas station and pulled up against the wall. Olesya took a moment to catch her breath but Ark wasn’t waiting. He was already on the corner with Val, directing his squad to the town. They moved low and spread out
 .

A breeze ruffled through the grass as Ark strung them into an empty parking lot. Some of the Firebird recruits aiming their pistols high into windows as they passed them. Olesya had no environmental training with firearms, let alone for an urban scenario like this
 .

Firebird collected along the rear brick wall of a two-story shop. They were just around the corner from what looked like the center of an artificial town
 .

‘If there’s gonna be an ambush, it’s on the main street.’ Jay thumbed in the direction of the shop
 .

Ark was silent for a moment. ‘If I was them,’ he said, ‘I’d mount the ambush at the very end of town. When we think we’ve won and our guard is down
 .’

‘Maybe we can recon the street,’ Damien said
 .

Xiu adjusted her mask. ‘You won’t know until you step out there and get shot
 .’

‘Nope,’ Jay said. ‘Not doing that
 .’

Ark snapped his fingers and pointed at Olesya. ‘You can scout it out
 .’

Olesya swallowed. ‘You want me to go out there
 ?’

‘Not a good idea,’ Xiu said. ‘She doesn’t have the training. It’s a waste
 .’

‘That’s the thing, right?’ Ark shrugged. ‘She’s a waste, so she’s the perfect choice
 .’

Xiu stepped in front of him. ‘I’m fast, I could run it. Maybe I can get you some useful information
 .’

Ark chewed his lip. ‘Fine, you run it. If you see movement, call out 
their
 —
 ’

‘I’ll do it,’ Olesya said
 .

Everyone stared at her. They seemed surprised, except for Ark
 .

‘Good.’ He nodded his approval. ‘We need people on both corners, ready to check the street while she’s running. If there’s any movement or shots fired I want their location called out, you got that
 ?’

Firebird Squad nodded
 .

Ark turned to Olesya. ‘Just run for the other side and find a place to hide. If you’re not covered in electro-rounds by the time we cross, we’ll come get you.’ He glanced down at her pistol. ‘Don’t even think about shooting. Just run as fast as you can
 .’

Xiu winked at her. ‘Good luck
 .’

Olesya was nervous, but she kept it to herself as she moved for the corner. Damien and Jay were behind her, ready to catch up and watch for movement. Jay tapped her on the back and gave an enthusiastic thumbs up. They were ready. She wasn’t
 .


Don’t think about it
 , she told herself. Just run
 .


With her pistol in one hand, Olesya sprinted across the main road, across the intersection. Her boots hit asphalt, echoed through the empty town. She reached the other sidewalk. She didn’t stop. She kept going until she found an alley to duck into and press herself against a brick wall, hiding her profile. The brick pulled at strands of her hair. She leaned forward and listened. She heard more footsteps
 .

Firebird were crossing the main road
 .

Pistol in both hands, she risked a glance out of the alley. Xiu was running across the road, followed closely by Damien
 .

Then she saw it
 .

Something high, on a rooftop. Her heart rate doubled
 .


That’s why I haven’t been shot
 .


They were waiting for the entire squad to walk into their trap. They were waiting for 
now

 .

Olesya leaned farther around the corner and saw all of Firebird crossing the road. She had to do something
 .

‘Rooftop!’ Olesya yelled
 .

Firebird kept moving. Some recruits heard her and looked up. Others, like Xiu, sprinted as fast as they could to get clear. Olesya saw helmets and rifles in the windows, taking aim. Firebird Squad was about to fail
 .

The opposing force’s soldiers opened fire
 .

Electro-rounds struck the recruits. They shuddered violently, their vests carrying the current, then they crumpled to the asphalt, gasping
 .

Olesya extended her pistol with both hands, just as Xiu taught her. She tried to sight a soldier as his helmet rose from a window frame. She fired. Twice. Her electro-rounds struck under the window, off to the right
 .

Then she remembered something else Xiu had taught her. She adjusted her grip, relaxed her shooting hand. Sighted the soldier’s helmet again. Shot three rounds. One after the other. No torque. One of them struck his helmet, jolting him and disabling his weapon. She couldn’t believe she’d hit him at this distance
 .

But there were more soldiers shooting at Firebird. Olesya turned the corner, pistol aimed. Ark was running toward her, his big eyes wide with panic. Electro-rounds ricocheted around him. A soldier moved from the corner behind him and took aim
 .

Olesya didn’t think. She punched out—both arms extended—her pistol aimed just over Ark’s shoulder. She ignored the horror on his face and sighted the soldier’s chest. Two to the chest, followed by two more. The soldier jolted, raised his arms. Her first pair of electro-rounds struck the soldier’s chest. Target down
 .

Ark stumbled. Her second pair of electro-rounds struck his shoulder. He collapsed on the sidewalk and shuddered like Jell-O. Olesya turned and saw a soldier on the street behind her. He was moving, taking aim at her 
and
 —


He slipped to the asphalt, writhing
 .

‘Go!’ Xiu yelled. ‘Don’t stop! Never stop moving
 !’

She was running down the street. Olesya noticed the two blinking beacons at the end
 .

The finish line
 .

It was almost within reach. Olesya broke into a run, parallel with Xiu. A soldier appeared from a window above Xiu, aiming down at her. Olesya fired as she ran. She got him. Kept moving. Another soldier appeared. She didn’t think, just kept moving, kept shooting. Xiu fired across the street and he dropped, convulsing
 .

She hit the beacons. Xiu was with her all the way. They made it through. She couldn’t believe it. Firebird passed the exercise
 .

She turned to see the rest of the squad. They were lying on concrete, out of action. A whistle blew and soldiers walked out to check their vitals. Olesya and Xiu were the only survivors
 .

‘Are you OK?’ Xiu asked
 .

‘I just had a thirty-minute long heart attack,’ Olesya said, ‘but yeah, I’m OK
 .’

Xiu grinned. ‘Remind me to teach you how to reload
 .’

Olesya looked down to see the slide on her blue pistol locked to the rear. Her chamber and magazine were empty and—during the chaos of their gauntlet run—she hadn’t even noticed
 .

Xiu guided Olesya’s pistol into her holster. Her hand felt electric on Olesya’s skin
 .

‘Thanks,’ Olesya said
 .

Xiu smiled. ‘Maybe you are cut out for this sort of thing
 .’












Chapter Six












Today



Tecun Uman, Guatemala







‘R
 elax,’
 White said. ‘The knife’s only to cut your restraints. They get a little excited with high profile resistance members
 .’

‘Resistance?’ Damien surveyed the three border control officers. ‘I’m not with any resistance
 .’

The other two officers, Price and Gray, exchanged glances
 .

‘No?’ White arched an eyebrow. ‘No plans to overthrow your government
 ?’

Damien swallowed. ‘I’m here for the coffee
 .’

White folded his arms. ‘I prefer Starbucks
 .’

‘And I preferred that bus,’ Damien said. ‘The one you’re supposed to put me on
 .’

‘We’re not putting anyone on that bus.’ He approached Damien and leaned in to whisper. ‘We’re changing things. You should be honored, the change starts with you
 .’

‘So I’m a terrorist now?’ Damien asked
 .

‘No,’ White said. ‘You’re worse
 .’

Standing off to the side, Price sliced his own forearm. Damien watched blood well across the laceration on his arm
 .

‘Let me guess,’ Damien said, ‘I attacked you with a knife
 .’

‘And we responded appropriately.’ White removed the radio from his belt, ready to make the call
 .

Price took a knee beside Damien and tugged on a cable tie around Damien’s duct-taped wrist. Gray stood nearby but she didn’t assist, her hand resting on her belt. Damien gripped both plastic armrests and tried to pull free, but it was no use
 .

‘Is this what you call responding appropriately?’ Damien asked
 .

Price and Gray ignored him. White stepped back and placed his radio on the table. Price slipped the knife blade under Damien’s cable tie. Under Damien’s fingertips, the plastic armrests felt soft and hot
 .

White smiled. ‘Tell me, what would you call responding appropriately
 ?’

His gaze shifted to the wisps of smoke coming from Damien’s hands. Damien’s wrists were still fastened to the armrests, but Price dropped his knife and cursed
 .

‘This,’ Damien said
 .

He pried the gooey armrests from the chair. White went for his pistol. Molten plastic splattered his face and he screamed
 .

Above White’s head, a globule of liquefied plastic hit the sprinkler, melting the glass bulb underneath. The sprinkler blasted water into everyone’s faces. Damien flicked his armrest, hoping to spray molten plastic in Price’s face. Both armrests fused rapidly, becoming jagged batons in his seared hands
 .


Well, that didn’t work
 .


Price and Gray spat water and reached for their projectile stun guns. The guns were black and shaped like spiked cow bells
 .

Damien slapped a jagged armrest down on Price’s arms. The gun dropped to the wet linoleum floor. Damien bent his other elbow and knocked Gray’s aim off. She fired her gun. Two electrode darts missed Damien’s nose by an inch and struck Price
 .

Damien stood between them. Through the downpour, White drew his Heckler & Koch pistol. But Gray’s arms were in the way, still sending an electric current through to her partner. By the time Gray had realized what she’d done, it was too late. Damien whipped the armrest over her arms and sliced across her neck. Simultaneously, he rammed the other armrest into the back of her leg. Gray shrieked until her voice cracked
 .

White sidestepped, searching for a clear shot. Damien kicked Gray in the hip, sent her crashing into White. Damien’s sneaker, missing its shoelaces, went flying
 .

Price, with conductive wires dangling from a bleeding cheek, regained control. He lunged for Damien, his wet knife gleaming. Damien retreated quickly. The knife cut air. Damien moved closer. The knife cut below his ribcage. He stepped around it, used an armrest to guide the knife and sent Price stumbling forward. Damien pushed him into White. Damien’s other sneaker loosened and he almost tripped. White circled around Price and aimed
 .

Damien discarded both armrests and charged behind Price. He snatched a dangling conductive wire from the stun gun and looped it over Price’s neck, then slammed him into White, pinning them both to the desk. They struggled for oxygen. White dropped his pistol and Damien saw it skitter across the water-slicked table
 .

White clawed for his firearm. Damien pushed harder. White’s fingers knocked it farther across the table, past the radio and tablet. It wobbled near the edge, just out of reach. White gave up on his firearm and shoved Price back into Damien
 .

Damien slipped, lost his other sneaker completely. He moved around Price, his wet socks sliding on the linoleum. Blood and water stung his eyes. He blinked to clear his vision and saw Price slump to the floor. White rolled over the table to rescue his pistol. He faced Damien and exhaled sharply, unclogging his nose. Between them, his radio and tablet on the table
 .

Damien and White—soaked from sprinkler water and diluted blood—watched each other. He knew White might try to shoot him at close range. Or he might call for assistance. But he couldn’t do both. Not before Damien got to him
 .

White dived for the radio
 .

Damien slid feet-first under the table. White yelled into the radio. He was mid-sentence when Damien kicked his ankles out from under him. There was a hollow clonk as White’s head struck the table. Damien got to his feet behind White and saw the radio bounce across the floor
 .

He closed on White, squinting through sprinkler water. White grasped his pistol and turned to strike. Damien ducked and grabbed the tablet. It was slippery in his grasp. He slammed its edge down on White’s wrist, then into his elbow, then across his neck. White’s grip on the pistol loosened, but he didn’t let go
 .

Damien knocked White’s legs out from under him and slammed the tablet flat on his head, pinning his head to the table. He twisted the pistol and White’s index finger broke inside the guard. From underneath the tablet, White roared in pain. Water spilled off the tablet and Damien pressed harder, hard enough so White couldn’t even think of resisting. Just the right amount of pressure on his skull and White stopped wriggling
 .

Damien leaned over and spoke loud enough so White could hear over the sprinkler
 .

‘Where does the bus go?’ he asked
 .

White grunted and wheezed. ‘You’re wasting your time
 .’

Damien discarded the tablet. ‘Who takes the people on that bus? Where do they go
 ?’

White spluttered water, mixed with blood. ‘I don’t know
 !’

Damien pressed his bare hands into White’s head
 .

‘Thermogenic genes,’ Damien said. ‘I can fry your brain in seconds
 .’

‘Get bent,’ White whispered
 .

Damien could feel the twitches and muscular contractions along his arms, transferring hundreds of degrees of heat through his fingertips and searing White’s face. His mouth was open and he gurgled something
 .

‘Three days ago, someone on that bus route disappeared,’ Damien said. ‘His name was Jay
 .’

White caught his breath. ‘His passport … flagged like yours. But I didn’t 
touch
 —
 ’

‘No shit. Where was he taken
 ?’

White’s skin turned purple and red. His gasps became ragged under Damien’s burning fingertips. Damien looked over at the other officers. They were crumpled on the floor, soaked in water and blood
 .

It took White a few breaths to respond. ‘Facility
 .’

Damien pressed down on White’s skull
 .

White dribbled blood. ‘Colombia
 .’

‘Where in Colombia
 ?’

White’s body convulsed. There was a clear red imprint of Damien’s fingers on his face that looked like sunburn. Damien removed his hand, peeling a layer of pink skin from White’s neck. There was something small and dark with a hard corner. Damien peered closer. It looked like some sort of tracking chip
 .












Chapter Seven












D
 ressed
 in White’s wet border control uniform, Damien stepped through the evacuating personnel in the corridor and entered the evidence room. He had to admit it felt good to be armed again, even if he was soaked. He carried a stun gun, an unconcealed pistol—standard issue Heckler & Koch P2000—and a strong urge to get out of here as soon as possible
 .

The evidence room was vacant, but the evidence bag containing his phone and earbuds was still on the table. He fished out the phone, keyed in his passcode, and dialed
 .

The first thing he heard was Nasira, swearing. Judging by the background noise, she was driving too
 .

‘Good to hear your voice,’ Damien said
 .

She sighed. ‘I take it you’re not on the bus I’m following right now
 .’

‘No, but I dropped my tracking device before they yanked me off the bus,’ Damien said. ‘Which I guess is why you think I’m still on the bus. That’s a good thing, right
 ?’

‘You’re in the middle of the goddamn border control station, ain’t you?’ Nasira said
 .

‘I wouldn’t say the middle
 of the station,’ Damien said. ‘Maybe the south-west corner
 .’

Nasira sighed again. ‘Well, shit
 .’

He heard her make a fast turn, wheels screeching
 .

‘I might need your help.’ Damien said. ‘Getting out of here could be tricky
 .’

‘Understatement of the century,’ she said. ‘Can you get to the south entrance? Near vehicle inspection
 ?’

‘I’ll try
 .’

‘You better do more than try, I’m already rescuing one stupid son of a bitch,’ she said. ‘Ain’t gonna make that two
 .’

‘I’m keeping you on the line,’ Damien said
 .

‘So I can hear your ass get shot?’ Nasira said. ‘Yeah, I look forward to it
 .’

He took his earbuds from the evidence bag and popped one in each ear, then threaded the cable under his wet shirt. It was already beginning to dry. The upside to having thermogenic genes—otherwise dormant in most humans—was the high body core temperature. Most viruses burned out before they could make him sick, and he rarely felt cold. Plus, he could quick-dry a uniform in less than a minute. Damien slipped the phone into his hip pocket and checked the corridor before stepping out. It was mostly clear. He passed the other interview rooms and holstered his pistol. He matched a passing officer’s stride and received a strange glance. His uniform was mostly dry, but his hair was still wet
 .

He made it to the south entrance as quickly as possible. Through the front vestibule, he could see a row of patrol cars parked out front. He could steal one and drive it out of the station to Nasira. Or he could if heavily armed officers weren’t walking through the vestibule in jungle camouflage
 .

‘This could be tricky,’ Damien said
 .

‘Almost there,’ Nasira said through gritted teeth. ‘Keep ’em busy
 .’

Four officers: two with long-nosed M4 carbines, one with an angular UMP submachine gun and another with a sleek black Remington shotgun. White’s backup had arrived, and they were already raising their weapons. The only advantage Damien had was that he was still hugging the wall on the side and they were focused ahead. These officers weren’t like White, they were special-operations trained and wouldn’t be as easily subdued
 .

Damien reached for a fire extinguisher on the wall beside him and pulled the pin. The nearest officer turned and saw him. Damien squeezed the fire extinguisher’s handle and doused him in a thick cloud that obscured all four officers. It effectively blinded them, but wouldn’t last long. Damien lifted the fire extinguisher from the wall and moved into the cloud, swinging it like a club. The extinguisher caught the shotgun officer in the stomach and cracked his ribs. The shotgun dropped to the floor and Damien kicked it away. A carbine-wielding officer slipped on it. Damien closed on that officer and slammed the extinguisher down onto the carbine, then sprayed carbon dioxide into his face, coating his goggles and freezing his lips. He dropped
 .

Two down, two to go
 .

The cloud dispersed quickly. The officer wielding the UMP retreated for a better shot. Damien hurled the empty extinguisher at the UMP officer. It struck him, but not heavily enough to knock him over
 .

Damien closed on the other carbine officer and grasped the rail of his weapon. He lifted the stock up, catching the officer in the chin. Using the carbine’s sling, Damien pulled him forward by his neck, right into Damien’s knee. The officer stumbled and rolled across the linoleum floor
 .

That left the UMP officer. He was out of reach, somewhere in the fading cloud of carbon dioxide. Damien had nothing but a holstered pistol and stun gun. That lingering officer poked his barrel through the cloud. Damien drew his stun gun and fired. The electrode darts hit the officer and punctured both sides of his nose. He collapsed, writhing and jittering
 .

The UMP officer was standing nearby so Damien moved quickly around him. The conductive wires wrapped around the officer’s legs and sent him tumbling onto his face. Damien discarded the stun gun and reached for 
the
 —


‘Don’t move
 !’

At the edge of his vision, Damien noticed a new group of special forces officers training their weapons on him. He had nowhere to run and nothing to use. The UMP submachine gun lay promisingly close but still too far
 .

Following their orders, Damien raised his arms high in the air and lowered himself to his knees. The officers moved behind him in a loose semi-circle. One officer moved closer, but not close enough to endanger himself
 .

‘On the ground!’ he shouted
 .

Damien did as instructed
 .

An explosion detonated behind them. Damien felt a wave of heat roll over him as the standing officers were knocked from their feet. Glass blasted inward from the vestibule, lacerating the officers, and sending the officer issuing instructions right into Damien. They collided and tumbled together across the floor. The officer came to rest half lying on top of him, but the UMP was almost in reach. Now was his chance
 .

Damien wriggled out from under the dazed officer and collected the UMP, then quickly crawled behind a transaction booth. Rounds cracked on the glass, but the glass didn’t break. Damien crouched, noticing the tiny speaking hole in the center
 .


That will do nicely
 , he thought
 .

He checked the long magazine that protruded from under the UMP—it was still full. Safety off, cocked, round in the chamber
 .

He jumped to his feet and poked the stubby barrel through the hole, then peppered the officers with rounds. Three dropped. A fourth was quick enough to circle around the bullet-resistant glass and take aim at his side. Damien withdrew his UMP from the glass hole, or tried to. A protruding lip under the barrel kept it stuck in place
 .

The vestibule door exploded behind the officer, kicking out another spray of glass. A border control 4x4 crashed through the processing center as the officer rolled to one side, just clear of the impact. Still holding the trapped UMP with his left hand, Damien drew the subcompact pistol with his right and stared down its three-dot sights. He squeezed the heavy trigger and fired his last four rounds into the officer. Then he jiggled the UMP, pried it from the glass, holstered his pistol and aimed the submachine gun
 .

Behind the wheel of the 4x4, he could see Nasira, eyes narrowed with concentration. Her copper skin was shiny with sweat and her dark coiled hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She held the steering wheel with one hand and changed gears with her pistol hand
 .

‘Get your goddamn ass moving!’ she yelled, taking aim at an officer
 .

Damien saw the officers sprinting into the processing center. He ran from the booth, firing on the move, and jumped into the passenger’s seat. Nasira was already in reverse, grazing nearby parked vehicles. She blasted her way through the parking lot
 .

The officers appeared in front of them. Damien aimed and fired, punching holes through the windshield. He saw another vehicle just before it rammed into the 4x4’s side. The door crumpled but held
 .

Nasira pulled hard on the wheel, moving with the impact and spinning their vehicle around. She rammed the stick to second, peeled from the intercepting vehicle and accelerated for a set of reinforced steel gates. They were open, but that was changing now that someone was closing them. Nasira changed gears and pushed the 4x4 harder
 .

‘Watch this,’ she said
 .

He double-checked his seatbelt. ‘I’d rather not
 .’

Nasira’s foot was to the floor and even if he wrestled the wheel from her, she wasn’t about to slow down. The gates were already half closed. They were committed
 .

In the side mirror, Damien saw two 4x4s hurtling from the parking lot and accelerating toward them. He dumped his UMP in the footwell and pinned it with his shoe
 .

Nasira aimed for the gap between the closing gates and punched through. The side mirror popped off and the gates scraped the doors, ripping their rear bumper off. But they made it. Damien looked behind and saw the pursuing vehicles pull up short
 .

‘Holy crap,’ Damien said
 .

He patted himself down, checking for wounds. As Nasira steered the 4x4 into a bus depot, weaving around buses, he looked over at her and was relieved to see she wasn’t bleeding. She whipped the 4x4 onto the southbound and floored it again
 .

‘Have to say it, we are kicking ass,’ Nasira said. ‘Or we might be once we catch up to the bus again.’ She shot him a sidelong glance. ‘You good
 ?’

Damien saluted her. ‘Border control officer, at your service
 .’

‘Fucked up border control officer,’ she said. ‘Bleeding all over my upholstery
 .’

He looked down at his blood-stained seat. ‘It’s not your upholstery
 .’

Nasira focused on the road ahead. ‘Doesn’t matter
 .’

He loaded a new mag into his pistol and flipped the mirror under his sun visor. His face was covered in blood. Once he saw it, the pain kicked in. He stung all over from shattered glass
 .

At least Nasira didn’t look injured. There was no blood or lacerations across her face or limbs. Only sweat. He saw the muscles shift in her arms as she weaved between traffic
 .

Damien had to admit, he felt slightly embarrassed that he needed to be extracted like this. All it took was one minor complication for everything to go to hell. Those nutjob officers with white armbands had derailed everything. He wanted to explain to Nasira but he knew that would make it worse. He kept things simple, the way she liked it
 .

‘Thanks for getting me out,’ he said
 .

‘You got the tracker on the bus, that’s all that matters,’ Nasira said. ‘Now we just follow it and find Jay
 .’

‘I should’ve been on the bus.’ Damien shook his head. ‘That was the plan, right? So you could track wherever they take me
 .’

‘Plans change.’ Nasira looked over at him. ‘The important thing is you found who took Jay
 .’

‘I didn’t find who took Jay,’ he said
 .

Her grip on the steering wheel tightened. ‘Bullshit
 .’

‘If I knew, I’d tell you,’ he said
 .

‘My money’s on the covert multinational agency who trained and programmed us
 .’

‘It’s not the Fifth Column,’ Damien said. ‘Someone else took Jay
 .’

Nasira refused to look at him now. ‘That’s not helping. You’re supposed to help. That’s the whole freaking point
 .’

Damien clenched his fists. ‘I am helping
 .’

His hands felt like they were on fire, which told him his adrenaline—or epinephrine—was rapidly wearing off. He opened his fists and noticed the top layer of his palms were seared red
 .

Nasira nodded to her rucksack in the back seat. ‘Bandages. And there’s 
some
 —
 ’

Damien already had her rucksack, a slim black military-grade backpack, in one hand
 .

‘—morphine,’ she said
 .

He injected half a dose into one palm, then tried to focus through the pain. It would take a few minutes for the drug to cut off his pain receptors. He injected his other palm, then dropped the rucksack between his feet
 .

‘Don’t take too much,’ Nasira said, watching the road. ‘I don’t need you crashing on me
 .’

‘We can swap injuries if you want.’ Both of his hands trembled and he had trouble pushing the last of the morphine into the muscle
 .

‘I’m good,’ she said. ‘You … take what you need
 .’

He capped the needle and tried to put it back in her medical pouch, but it fell loose into her rucksack
 .

‘What about your fancy regeneration genes?’ Nasira asked. ‘That chameleon thing’ll heal you up soon, right
 ?’

‘Salamander,’ he whispered. ‘Takes a while
 .’

It was a nice little upgrade and he was glad to have it. He rested his hands on his knees, palms facing up, and focused on the road ahead
 .

Nasira moved swiftly around traffic. ‘We need new wheels. You up for that
 ?’

Damien looked between his legs at the open rucksack. ‘I’m up for not being killed or captured
 .’

‘I’m taking that as a yes,’ she said. ‘I got what we need in that rucksack, including a passport that won’t get you caught
 .’

Damien looked up and realized they were in a small town already. Nasira pulled into a side street and got them away from traffic. She stopped behind an old pickup and cut the engine. Damien moved his hand carefully through the rucksack’s strap, shrugging it onto his shoulder without touching his raw hand on anything. Half the missing skin from his palm was likely still attached to his pistol grip
 .

Before she stepped out, Nasira took a set of jiggler keys from the rucksack. Through the gunfire-peppered windshield, he watched her move for the pickup. She examined the ring, flicking through and trying one key after another. The second key was a good enough match and the door opened. She jumped inside and a moment later the engine coughed
 .

Damien lifted himself into the driver’s seat of the 4x4 and drove it ahead, taking the first left. He parked it there and waited for Nasira to catch up. Once she did, he grabbed the UMP and jumped in beside her
 .

‘Thanks,’ Nasira said
 .

‘You don’t need to thank me,’ Damien said
 .

He looked down and realized his hands had stopped shaking. The pain was still there, dulled by opioids. The cuts on his face itched as they slowly healed, but he suppressed the urge to scratch them
 .

‘I mean it,’ Nasira said. ‘I really didn’t know who else to ask
 .’

‘There is no one else to ask,’ he said. ‘Not on this side of the world anyway
 .’

‘Yeah.’ She actually agreed with him
 .

Damien felt suddenly tired. He leaned back in his seat with his palms still open
 .

‘This bus,’ she said. ‘They load people on there with flagged passports, just like Jay
 ?’

He nodded. ‘Yeah. There should be two other people on the bus right now. Whoever abducted Jay is taking these people somewhere. We just need to keep on the bus trail and follow whoever picks them up
 .’

‘So why did they kick you off the bus?’ she asked
 .

Damien looked down at his own uniform. ‘These border control guys were different. They had white armbands. I think they called the Fifth Column on me, then they decided it was better to kill me
 .’

‘That makes no sense.’ Nasira looked at him, her eyebrows pressed together. ‘Is that the morphine talking
 ?’

‘I wish,’ Damien said. ‘But they weren’t the ones who took Jay
 .’

‘There some kind of auction price on him now
 ?’

‘Rogue operatives with activated pseudogenes.’ Damien shrugged. His body ached. ‘Maybe we’re in high demand
 .’

Nasira was watching the road ahead. They couldn’t see the bus, but the GPS tracker he’d stowed onboard was transmitting loud and clear from just over the hill. The tracker was heading for the northeast coast of Guatemala, pushing GPS data at five-second intervals over a cellular network. It was only the size of a micro USB stick, small enough for him to wedge into a seat where no one would notice. He’d managed to shove it in before border control climbed aboard and pulled him off the bus. The tracker carried its own Nano SIM and a tiny battery that could keep it alive for four days. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that
 .

Nasira rubbed her eyes. ‘Don’t matter who’s waiting for us at the end of the bus trip, whether it’s Fifth Column or some human trafficking ring or a boy band reunion.’ She sighed. ‘As long as there’s someone who can lead us back to Jay. Else we got shit
 .’

‘Jay was on a bus just like this one, I know that much,’ Damien said. ‘We stay on this bus like glue and we find him
 .’

Nasira blinked. ‘He better be alive
 .’












Chapter Eight












Six years ago




Location: Classified







‘Y
 ou’re
 lucky you made it across,’ Ark said
 .

Olesya turned from her bunk bed to see Ark standing in the doorway of their quarters. It was just the two of them. Ark’s bed looked unkempt today. No hospital corners
 .

‘The only reason you’re here is to test my squad.’ Ark pointed to himself. ‘They want to see how I handle an untrained civilian
 .’

‘That’s what I’ve been saying,’ Olesya said
 .

‘No.’ Ark stepped into the quarters. ‘You don’t get it. In the real world, when they send me to get a hostage or something
 ...’

Olesya nodded. ‘I’m the curveball
 .’

Ark raised his hand. ‘Let me explain. You’re the challenge. My squad almost failed today because of you. That
 was the real test. Not to train you. They don’t care about training you. They want to see if we can still make it through with you slowing us down
 .’

Olesya felt her cheeks flush. ‘I put myself on the line so your
 squad could make the right decision
 .’

‘And you couldn’t even do that right,’ he said
 .

‘You’re blaming the ambush on me?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘You shot me
 .’

‘I didn’t 
mean
 —
 ’

‘I told you not to shoot,’ Ark said
 .

‘I shot the soldier,’ Olesya said. ‘You got in the way
 .’

‘No, you got in the way,’ he said. ‘This is why you do everything I tell you. And why you don’t shoot at all. Can you get that through your thick skull
 ?’

Olesya nodded
 .

‘Our final qualification is tomorrow and you’ll get through with us. I will make sure of it. And once we qualify, you’ll be out of here so fast you won’t know what hit you. Or maybe you will.’ He walked for the door
 .

‘Is that your plan?’ she asked
 .

Ark paused in the doorway. ‘Xiu sees something in you. If she’s wrong, then you’re dragging us down
 .’

‘And if she’s right
 ?’

He turned to face her. ‘Then you’re dragging me
 down. And I won’t let that happen
 .’

‘My father never hit me,’ Olesya said. ‘I told you that to make you feel better
 .’

‘I don’t need you to make me feel better
 .’

‘The path of least resistance,’ she said. ‘I can choose the easy way out. I can adapt to the way you do things and shut my mouth. It’s better than making waves
 .’

He nodded. ‘Now you finally get it
 .’

‘If it goes on long enough, the resistance adds up,’ Olesya said. ‘It’s not worth it anymore. But you don’t realize that until it’s too late. Sometimes, the path of most
 resistance is actually the least
 .’

His eyes narrowed. ‘What are you trying to say
 ?’

‘The person who hit you.’ She took one step toward him. ‘They were taller
 .’

‘No one hit me,’ he said
 .

Olesya took another step. ‘You flinch from above. And there’s a slight twitch when I mention your father
 .’

Ark closed the gap between them. ‘You say anything about my family again and you’ll be the one flinching.’ He wet his lips. ‘Tomorrow, you’re not firing a single round. I’m taking your magazine and I’m keeping it until it’s over. You got that
 ?’

Olesya stared through him. ‘You’re not taking my magazine. Because I’m not giving it to you
 .’

She waited for him to say his final words and then storm off, but there was something different in his eyes now. She’d miscalculated. He lunged forward and grabbed her arm, tight
 .

‘You do what I say,’ he said in a low growl
 .

‘Disarming me is against the rules of engagement.’ Olesya tried to pull free. ‘You’ll get us disqualified if you do that
 .’

His grip tightened. ‘No! I’ll get us qualified
 .’

‘You’re not 
thinking
 —
 ’

Ark held both her upper arms and shook her. ‘I’m the squad leader! You hear me
 ?’

Olesya tilted her head back, focused on the ceiling to slow the dizziness. ‘Stop shaking me
 !’

He banged her head against the bunk. ‘Then. Stop. Resisting
 !’

Olesya fought through the pain. She slammed her forehead into his nose. The cartilage crunched under the impact, dispersing across her forehead. Ark fell backward and landed on the linoleum floor, blood coating his face
 .

‘What … what
 ?’

‘The path of most resistance,’ Olesya said
 .












Chapter Nine












D
 enton paused the camera feeds.
 Two recruits—teenage girls—ran through the street, firing blue pistols. He checked their records. Their names were Xiu and Olesya. He leaned back in his chair. It creaked, making Dr Cecilia McLoughlin wince. He secretly enjoyed it
 .

McLoughlin was motionless, a folder under her arm. She studied him like she would study the Project GATE recruits. McLoughlin was different from most of the staff at Project GATE. While she was easily bothered, she lacked the psychological imperfections of most people, and that granted her clarity and focus. She carried only the necessary emotions
 .

Denton recognized this in her. Just as she recognized it in him
 .

‘I assume you have something to show me,’ Denton said
 .

McLoughlin placed the folder before him. There were only a few pages inside, paper-clipped. He didn’t pick it up, just leaned forward and read the title
 .

‘Ah yes, the Human Genome Project,’ he said. ‘An ideal cover story
 .’

One that had allowed him to build the Fifth Column’s DNA database of the human race, entirely in secret. Thanks to the clandestine sample collection of the genome project, Denton had 1.4 billion records he could filter for particular genetic markers; 0.4 percent of those records carried the markers he was looking for, and those underwent further DNA testing to determine those who possessed rare abilities
 .

Denton oversaw the testing of 7,000 candidates for Project GATE, children from countries around the world and often from impoverished families. Less than 1,000 of those children passed the tests and were admitted into Project GATE under the guise of a lucrative scholarship. Denton expected that over the coming years no less than 80 percent would fail their Special Forces and Intelligence training. The 200 or so who passed were the nucleus of Project GATE: to create the most formidable operatives the world has known. Remarkably trained and genetically enriched. And they would all be his
 .

All the more reason to have the world’s best computer geneticists on his team. McLoughlin was the
 best, here to study the genes that made each recruit special, and learn how to switch them on in other recruits
 .

Denton opened the file. On the first page, he noticed a dark image of the human body, lit brilliantly with green fluorescence
 .

‘You were successful?’ he asked
 .

She took a step closer. ‘You seem surprised that my zinc finger modules worked
 .’

‘Impressed. That is different from surprise.’ Denton ignored her stare. ‘And you deliver these inside a virus: adeno-associated virus,’ he read off her papers. ‘Why this one
 ?’

‘Serotype eight. By far the most efficient vector,’ she said. ‘We inject it into the operative’s bloodstream. We’re talking systemic expression within twenty-four hours
 .’

Denton was impressed. McLoughlin had achieved the unachievable inside of two years
 .

He tapped the green fluorescent image with one finger. ‘And it’s permanent
 ?’

‘We can resurrect pseudogenes,’ she said
 .

‘Can we can take a recruit’s ability—say, Damien’s thermogenesis—and copy it to another recruit
 ?’

‘Yes, but we are limiting ourselves to existing mutations,’ McLoughlin said. ‘We can create our own
 . The genes are there, they just need the right kick. Sometimes, the right twist
 .’

Denton met her piercing gaze. ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves
 .’

‘That’s what I do,’ she said evenly. ‘That’s why you hired me
 .’

Denton waited for her to blink. She didn’t
 .

‘Do you have something in mind?’ he asked
 .

‘I have multiple things in mind, I always do. But as you said yourself, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.’ She almost smiled. ‘For our own safety, I recommend we implement some sort of control system in the recruits
 .’

‘They will be programmed,’ Denton said. ‘We have the best programming
 .’

‘I don’t doubt that.’ She paused, just for a moment. ‘I was thinking control of a more genetic nature
 .’

Denton leaned back in his chair again, disappointed when it didn’t creak. ‘Go on
 .’

‘I’m talking about encoding loyalty directly into their DNA,’ she said. ‘And one step closer
 .’

‘Closer?’

‘We encode a fail-safe
 .’

Denton raised an eyebrow. ‘Define fail-safe

 .’

‘We have to consider the scenario where an operative fails to comply. Or is turned by the enemy,’ she said. ‘They would become a formidable weapon in the wrong hands
 .’

Denton thought for a moment. ‘You’re proposing a kill switch
 .’

‘Part of the package,’ she said. ‘A seemingly harmless protein that fuses with the pseudogene and lies dormant. Something we can trigger at a later time, if necessary, to terminate the operative. Final measures, of course
 .’

‘I’ll take it under consideration,’ Denton said
 .

McLoughlin glanced over at the camera feeds. ‘Olesya. She interests you
 .’

‘She warrants my interest
 .’

‘Are you certain?’ McLoughlin said. ‘She shot her own squad leader by accident
 .’

Denton allowed himself a smile, knowing it would irritate her. ‘It wasn’t an accident
 .’

Her eyebrows lifted a fraction. ‘Olesya is not one of your precious candidates
 .’

‘Yet we had a difficult time programming her. Just like my candidates
 .’

‘Her DNA doesn’t qualify,’ McLoughlin said. ‘If you insist, I can run a new analysis on her bloods for you, but then I’d have to push viral testing to next week
 .’

‘No.’ He paused a camera feed as Olesya ran through the beacons. ‘Test the candidates we have. We need to know
 .’

He could feel her gaze weighing on him
 .

‘What are you looking for?’ she asked
 .

‘Perfection.’












Chapter Ten












A
 rk drew his pistol.


The forest was dark and cold, but this time there was no fog. His squad stood around him, still and patient. This was the final exercise. This time, he needed three recruits to pass the beacons in less than sixty minutes. Olesya was enough of a problem, but this was worse. He checked his watch. It was 0300. No night vision monoculars, no red filtered torches
 .

He wasn’t going to be disqualified from the program
 .

He was going to lead his squad to victory
 .

A whistle sounded through the forest. He pointed out their bearing and Val took point with her natural night vision. He fell in step a distance behind her, the rest of his squad behind him in single file. Even with his squad, he felt alone
 .

They reached the road and he checked his watch again. Fourteen minutes. He lay down and shimmied to the tree line, keeping one eye closed to save his night vision
 .

‘Holy crap,’ Jay whispered from beside him. ‘The town’s lit up like a Christmas tree
 .’

He wasn’t wrong. From the gas station to the center of town, street lamps burned hot, swarmed by frantic insects
 .

‘What do we do?’ Damien asked
 .

Ark held a hand over his eye. ‘Wait, I need to think
 .’

While the rest of his squad waited for his master strategy, he tried to think of a master strategy. They were relying on him for that, he couldn’t let them down. He felt his chest press harder against the grass with each breath. He licked his dry lips
 .

‘Are we skirting around?’ Damien asked. ‘We need to keep out of the light
 .’

‘What are we, vampires?’ Jay said. He made a hissing sound
 .

Ark tucked his shaking hand under his chest. They could shoot through the middle, avoid as much light as possible. But they’d have to move through the grass, in the darker patches. And then they would need to cross the main street, but they had to do it at a safe distance from the intersection. He didn’t know if that would work. What if they walked into an ambush? No, they needed to circumvent the town entirely
 .

‘Is that Olesya?’ Val asked
 .

‘Where? What’s she doing?’ Damien whispered
 .

Val was watching the road ahead with her superior vision. Ark saw movement and couldn’t believe it. Olesya was running across the long grass. By herself
 .

He swore. She was ruining everything
 .

‘Olesya!’ Xiu called out
 .

‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘She’s on her own now
 .’

He hoped she would get picked off by the enemy. And if not, he could deal with her later. After what she’d done, he had good reason to shoot her
 .

‘That doesn’t look good,’ Val said
 .

She was looking past the gas station, where headlamps bled through the night. A jeep with a searchlight on the back. Someone was washing the light over the grass. Ark returned his attention to where he’d last seen Olesya. She was gone
 .

‘They’re not the same soldiers,’ Val whispered
 .

Ark inched himself closer to the edge of the forest. With his exposed eye he looked directly at the patrol. Val was right, they were wearing different vests
 .

‘The driver is a soldier, but the ones on foot are our age,’ Damien said
 .

‘Helldiver,’ Val said. ‘Squad leader is Nasira
 .’

Ark’s stomach churned. Nasira’s squad was the only squad so far to complete
 Combat Training. They were no longer just recruits. Promoted to the rank of private first class, they were now in Special Operations Training. Which 
meant
 —


‘We are so screwed,’ Jay said. ‘One time, Nasira stepped on my toe and didn’t say sorry
 .’

‘That’s nice, Jay,’ Xiu said. ‘But her squad’s objective is to hunt us down, not step on toes
 .’

Helldiver took a right turn at the road and started in Ark’s direction. The searchlight swiveled to the trees. The large beam cut through the forest, turning night into day
 .

‘Slowly withdraw,’ Ark hissed. ‘Now
 .’



* * *



O
 lesya kept
 to the long grass and moved low. In the darkness, her vision was monochrome. Avoiding the blind spot in the center of her vision, she watched the edges for movement
 .

She made her way in a slow curve to the left. The main street continued out of town and passed before her. She rested on one knee
 .

On the other side of the road, an unnatural shape shifted in the long grass. Olesya looked through the edge of her vision and noticed somebody’s elbow. She watched, listened to her breathing and the rustle of wind through leaves. She picked out the detail of bodies. Many, many soldiers in black, lying in wait
 .

Once she was sure they weren’t looking in her direction, she carefully returned the way she’d come. She made a deliberate arc to the gas station they’d run for last time. She was almost there when a breeze tickled the grass. Something flashed ahead of her. She paused, ready to draw her pistol. A recruit
 .

‘Olesya.’

It was Xiu. Olesya followed her to the wall of the gas station and then the rear of a shop on the main street
 .

Through Ark’s mask, his nostrils flared. ‘Are you trying
 to disqualify us
 ?’

Olesya just glared at him. ‘While you were hiding in the forest, I was scouting the opposing force
 .’

Ark drew his pistol and aimed at Olesya. He was ready to fire, but Val stepped in his path
 .

‘Don’t,’ Val said
 .

‘Why not?’ Ark pushed her aside
 .

Val shoved his barrel into her own vest. ‘If you want to shoot someone, go right ahead
 .’

‘You too now?’ Ark lowered his pistol slowly. ‘Unbelievable
 .’

Val turned to Olesya. ‘Helldiver is out there with those soldiers. They should be behind us, patrolling. Which means we’re in the clear, right
 ?’

Olesya hadn’t expected Val to ask her a question. ‘I don’t think they’re patrolling
 .’

‘You can think what you like,’ Ark said. ‘We need to make it to the beacons or we’re disqualified
 .’

‘No way I’m getting disqualified,’ Jay said. ‘We’ll get through this
 .’

Damien returned from a quick peek around the corner. ‘Um, so this time they’ve blocked off the street
 .’

‘We’re screwed!’ Jay said. ‘We can’t get through this
 .’

‘There’s no way they’ve blocked it off,’ Ark said
 .

Olesya ignored Ark’s drawn pistol and walked over to have a look for herself. The intersection she’d run across last time was completely blocked. Burned out cars were pushed into a cluster. Behind the cars she could see a high wall made of concrete blocks. The instructors must have shifted things around before the qualification started
 .

Ark shoved Olesya aside to have a look, then turned back to his squad. ‘OK, I’ve got it
 .’

‘Really?’ Jay said. ‘What do we do
 ?’

‘We detour.’ Ark pointed back to the gas station. ‘We can’t go around from here, we have to pull out and circle the town
 .’

‘I wouldn’t do that,’ Olesya said. ‘I was just on the left side and they’re waiting in the grass
 .’

‘How many?’ Damien asked
 .

Olesya thought for a moment. ‘I don’t know exactly, but there’s at least five to six of them. Could be double that
 .’

Ark paced around them. ‘It’s a trick. They want to funnel us in here and push us over that wall. If we fall for that, we deserve to be disqualified
 .’

‘But I saw them waiting for us outside the town,’ Olesya said
 .

‘On the left wing?’ Ark said. ‘Fine. So we go on the right wing
 .’

Xiu shook her head. ‘If they’re on one wing, they’ll be on both
 .’

‘Then they’ll be weaker. Just half force,’ Ark said. ‘Not counting the large numbers they’ll have covering this wall. I say we ambush the small team on the right wing and push through. Fast, aggressive
 .’

Val raised her hand. ‘How about I scout the right side, see how many are waiting? We pick the weakest side
 .’

‘No,’ Ark said. ‘We have a time limit on this. We need to choose a side and commit, or we miss out completely. We need three of us to make it through and it’s a pass
 .’

‘They want
 you to choose a side!’ Olesya said. ‘There’s a wall here, which means they need less soldiers here
 .’

Ark jabbed a finger at her. ‘Are you suggesting we scale the wall and risk what will definitely be an ambush
 ?’

‘I don’t know, I’m just 
saying
 —
 ’

‘Olesya,’ Xiu said, ‘now’s the time to take your shot
 .’

‘Fine.’ Olesya swallowed. ‘Over the wall
 .’

Ark blinked. Everyone was looking at Olesya now
 .

‘You for real?’ Jay said
 .

‘They’ll have some soldiers at the beacons, but that’s it,’ Olesya said. ‘The rest are waiting on the left and right wings. That’s where I’d put my strength
 .’

Ark looked less than impressed. ‘Yeah, well that says it all, doesn’t it
 ?’

Olesya heard the jeep in the distance. Helldiver was coming back for another sweep
 .

‘They’ll have a couple of soldiers covering the wall,’ Xiu said. ‘But if we get to higher ground we could deal with them
 .’

‘Scale the wall, if you want,’ Ark said. ‘I’m taking Firebird Squad down the road to the right. If there are soldiers there, we take them out. We move around and that’s it
 .’

Ark started for the intersection. Most of his squad followed
 .

Jay hesitated. ‘You know what? Screw it. I’m scaling the wall
 .’

Ark growled softly to himself. The jeep’s searchlight splashed over the gas station in the distance. They couldn’t turn back now
 .

‘Helldiver is coming,’ Val said. ‘Ark, whatever we do, we do it now
 .’

Damien nodded. ‘I’m going over the wall
 .’

‘I need you guys at the wing,’ Ark said
 .

Damien and Jay didn’t move
 .

‘Fine.’ Ark turned to Olesya. ‘Good luck
 .’

He didn’t sound sarcastic this time, which caught her off-guard. ‘You too,’ she said
 .

Ark didn’t linger. With Helldiver approaching, he moved with the rest of his squad, Val included
 .

Xiu was looking at Olesya. ‘I said take a shot, not a gamble
 .’

Jay frowned. ‘Can you get to the roof? I don’t want a sniper shooting me when I go over.’ He nodded to Damien. ‘We’ll clear the street
 .’

‘On me,’ Xiu said. ‘Olesya, let’s go
 .’

Olesya gripped her pistol in both hands and followed Xiu around the wall, to the intersection. The street lamps lit the pavement, Olesya avoided looking directly at them. Xiu slipped inside a building. Olesya followed her to the staircase
 .

She kept her shoulder against Xiu’s back. When they moved apart, she kept her hand on Xiu’s shoulder. Together they climbed the second flight of stairs, pistols aiming in tandem. There was no time to check the entire floor. They kept moving
 .

Once they reached the third level, Xiu moved into a corner room that smelt of mold and spotted two windows that gave enough light. There was no one in here. Xiu crouched under a window. Olesya left the door ajar and took a position under the window next to her
 .

Xiu was silent, her head tilting as she looked out the window and searched the other buildings. Olesya took the other window and checked the rest of the rooftops, looking for movement and silhouettes. Between them they had the intersection covered
 .

Then she heard the jeep
 .

Xiu held a finger to her lips
 .

Olesya nodded. On the street below, Damien and Jay darted into a shopfront. A searchlight washed over the shopfront. The jeep was closer now. Helldiver was heading right into the center of town
 .

Xiu gestured for Olesya to get down. She ducked under the window. The jeep turned the corner, accompanied by Helldiver on foot
 .

It seemed like an eternity before the jeep and Helldiver Squad moved again. When Olesya looked again, Damien and Jay were doing the same. And she saw something else. Two soldiers in the windows above them, pistols ready. But Olesya couldn’t shout to warn the boys, Helldiver might hear
 .

‘There’s two,’ Olesya whispered. ‘One in each window
 .’

Xiu took aim. Olesya didn’t hesitate. She lined up her front and rear sight, inhaled partly, and fired. One round, then another. Xiu did the same with the other soldier, then gave a thumbs up to the boys
 .

They ran for the wall. Jay threw himself onto the roof of a burned-out car. Damien followed. The cars were against the wall, giving them some extra height. Jay holstered and ran up the concrete while Damien kept his pistol out to cover them
 .

Jay managed two quick steps then gravity kicked in, but not before he gripped the top of the wall with both hands. Jay stuck his butt in the air. As silly as it looked, Olesya knew that was their technique to climb a wall. He would drive one leg up the wall, using the momentum to launch him high enough so he could throw his forearms over the top. He hoisted himself over the wall and a moment later reached down to offer Damien a hand
 .

Olesya kept her focus, scouring the windows and rooftops for more soldiers
 .

‘Anything?’ Xiu whispered
 .

‘Not yet,’ Olesya said
 .

‘You were right,’ Xiu said. ‘They put most of their forces out on the wings. Then they have the patrol come in to flush us in either direction
 .’

‘But why not one direction?’ Olesya asked. ‘They could concentrate their forces if they blocked one side off
 .’

Xiu nodded. ‘Sure, but we’d get suspicious and back out. That’s why they give us two 
choices
 —
 ’

‘The illusion of choice,’ Olesya said
 .

‘Exactly. And Ark fell for it
 .’

Olesya watched Damien climb over the wall and disappear from view
 .

‘You think they’ll cover us?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘They can’t until we’re over the wall,’ Xiu said. ‘We have to make it there first
 .’

Xiu moved for the door and nudged it open with her foot. Olesya covered her as they took the stairs down. Olesya’s vision had improved, but she still kept her hand on Xiu’s back
 .

They stepped out onto the sidewalk and faced opposite directions. The street was deserted. A moth flew past her pistol, drawn to the street lamp
 .

Xiu moved for the wall. Olesya followed, scanning every window and corner she could find. Xiu was on the car, her hand out. Olesya took it and stepped onto the roof with her
 .

Gunfire echoed in the distance. It came from the right wing
 .

Xiu’s hand tightened over hers. ‘That’s our squad,’ Xiu said. ‘With Helldiver right behind them
 .’

‘Should we go help?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘No, we need three past those beacons. That’s the objective,’ Xiu said. ‘You go, I’ll cover you
 .’

Olesya grabbed Xiu’s arm. ‘I’m not going without you
 .’

‘Yes, you are.’ Xiu kissed the corner of her mouth. ‘Now go
 .’

Olesya didn’t know whether the placement of that kiss was on purpose or accidental. She holstered her pistol and jumped onto the wall. Xiu boosted her up. She managed one foot but the next one slipped and she caught the top of the wall with the fingertips of her right hand. The concrete was rough, cutting the circulation to her fingers. Using what little energy she had left, she raised her left hand up and gripped the top of the wall. She looked below. Xiu was taking aim down the street
 .

‘Go!’ she said
 .

Olesya drove her knee high, bringing her boot up the wall. She used the thrust of her knee as momentum and threw her elbows over, hugged the top of the wall. On the other side of the wall, there were no cars, it was a sheer drop. She clung to the top, lungs burning, and peered back over at Xiu
 .

‘I can help you up!’ she called out. ‘Quickly
 !’

‘Keep going.’ Xiu looked up at her and smiled. ‘You’ll find me again
 .’

A Helldiver stepped under a street light. Nasira
 .

Xiu started firing, but she was too late. Nasira fired first and Xiu caught the electro-round in her chest. She slumped off the car and rolled onto the road. Olesya watched her spasm
 .

‘Xiu!’ Olesya whispered
 .

Xiu’s hand trembled, reached up to Olesya
 .

Nasira took aim
 .

Olesya dropped from the wall. She landed, grazing the skin on her hands. The beacons flashed ahead. Ark’s team wouldn’t have made it through. She was Firebird’s third surviving member. She needed to make it. Her stomach coiled into knots. She had only a short distance. She sprinted, pistol in her holster, didn’t look back
 .

She crossed the beacons, lungs burning
 .

Firebird Squad had qualified
 .

Damien and Jay were busy adjusting their holsters so she left them alone and sat on the grass near the beacons. She couldn’t go back out there, so she waited for Xiu. No one climbed over the wall, but eventually Nasira approached from a nearby street. She gave Olesya a slight nod, then walked over to Jay and elbowed him softly
 .

‘Nice one,’ Nasira said
 .

Jay nodded quickly. ‘Uh thanks. You too
 .’

She smiled and touched his arm, then walked ahead, handing her pistol to a pair of soldiers in black fatigues. The soldiers approached Jay and Damien and took their weapons too, then directed them after Nasira. The soldiers wanted them all moving. Olesya stood and brushed herself off. She checked the wall again but Xiu was nowhere to be seen. The soldiers pointed Olesya in a different direction
 .

‘I’m not with them?’ she asked
 .

‘No, this van,’ the soldier said. ‘Your weapon, please
 .’

Olesya handed them her pistol. The soldier ejected the electro-round and the magazine. Olesya made her way to the van. A driver stood by the van and flicked the cigarette into the night air
 .

She lifted the rear door for Olesya. ‘In the back, recruit
 .’

Olesya was too exhausted to say anything; she climbed inside and took a seat. It smelt of tobacco and pine air freshener. She hadn’t wanted to leave Xiu behind like that
 .

The driver climbed in the front and closed her door
 .

‘Is there anyone else coming?’ Olesya asked
 .

Either the driver hadn’t heard her or chose to ignore her. Was she in trouble? She hoped she wasn’t being transferred to another squad. She didn’t like Ark but she wanted to stay with Xiu
 .

The driver was talking on her radio. ‘Have them wait. I’ll come around
 .’

A soldier closed the van’s rear door. The engine started and the van turned and drove past the beacons and soldiers. She didn’t see the instructors anywhere. Maybe the qualification wasn’t over yet
 .

The van stopped again. This time, when the rear door opened, Val climbed inside and sat opposite. She didn’t say anything, but her hands were still shaking. Before the door closed, another recruit climbed inside
 .

Ark.

He sat next to Val and glanced over at Olesya. This time, he didn’t look angry. He just looked tired. She felt much the same, her adrenaline ebbing away with every moment
 .

The rear door opened once more and more recruits filed in. These recruits wore purple vests. Olesya made room for four Helldivers. The door closed and the van was almost at full capacity. Street lamps flashed past as they left the perimeter and took the long road back to the training center
 .

Except this wasn’t the right road
 .

Olesya looked around at the squad members’ faces. Ark was the only one who seemed to notice their bearing was off. He caught her gaze. This qualification hadn’t ended yet and he knew it
 .

The van suddenly accelerated. Olesya stopped herself from falling onto the Helldiver next to her
 .

‘Listen up, kids.’ The driver switched her headlamps off and reached for her helmet. ‘This is no longer your qualification. We’re undergoing some restructuring. Which is a nice way of saying we’re about to start fighting each other
 .’

‘Helldiver Squad?’ one of the Helldivers asked
 .

‘Your squads don’t matter anymore, you’re in this together,’ the driver said. ‘I’m talking about the entire Fifth Column
 .’

Olesya had no idea what she was talking about
 .

The driver put her helmet on and flipped the night vision monocular down over one eye. ‘We’ll explain everything to you once you’re out
 .’

Olesya noticed headlamps in the distance. The driver took the van off the road, rushing to a stop, then watched through her monocular, waiting for the car to pass
 .

The driver looked over her shoulder at Olesya and the other recruits. ‘Effective now, Russia and China are out of Project GATE. That includes all of you
 .’

‘What’s Project GATE?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘The phony scholarship you’re all in,’ the driver said. ‘They didn’t even tell you the name? Jesus
 .’

‘So we’re disqualified?’ Ark asked
 .

‘The project doesn’t matter anymore,’ the driver said with a heavy sigh. ‘You’re out of—look, all you need to know right now is you have two options. Option one: sit tight in Project GATE and see what they do with you. Maybe they hold you hostage. Maybe they brainwash you. Maybe they make you disappear
 .’

Olesya’s mouth went dry. ‘You’re kidnapping us
 ?’

‘Option two,’ the driver said. ‘We kidnap you. Take you back to your country of origin
 .’

Ark’s hands trembled in the near-darkness. ‘So we have to choose
 ?’

‘We already made that choice for you,’ the driver said. ‘But the door’s right there, if you want to change that
 .’

The driver waited for them to open the door. No one did
 .

‘Option two it is then
 .’

She drove the van to a narrow road that fed into a forest. Olesya could hear rapid breathing as the other recruits tried to process what was happening
 .

‘This could get rough,’ the driver said. ‘Seatbelts are in the back. I suggest you use them
 .’

Olesya found a seatbelt in the darkness and buckled up. ‘Are we the only ones? Are there more
 ?’

‘We have a few vans on the move,’ the driver said
 .

‘What about Xiu?’ Olesya leaned forward, held in by her seatbelt. ‘She was in our squad but you didn’t pick her up
 !’

The driver didn’t take her eyes off the road. ‘We’re not picking up a Xiu
 .’

Val reached over and put a hand on Olesya’s leg. ‘She’s Chinese-American, Olesya
 .’

Olesya felt her hand tremble. ‘But she should be with us, right
 ?’

‘If she’s American then this is where she belongs.’ The driver risked a glance in her direction. The monocular gleamed at her. ‘She’s safer here. But you’re not
 .’

Olesya felt her eyes well with tears. In the darkness, only Val would see
 .

Val squeezed her hand. ‘I’m sorry
 .’

‘She’ll be OK,’ Ark said. ‘Whatever happens
 .’

Olesya imagined not seeing Xiu again and it hurt
 .

‘You were right, you know,’ Ark said. ‘We all should’ve gone over the wall
 .’

The driver was right. The exercise didn’t matter anymore
 .

‘Your American accent is good,’ Olesya said. ‘I didn’t know you were Russian
 .’

He shrugged. ‘My name’s Arkadiy
 .’

She forced a smile, even though he couldn’t see it very well. ‘I thought you were Polish
 .’

‘I know it doesn’t mean much now,’ Ark said, ‘but how many of us got over the wall
 ?’

‘Three,’ Olesya said. ‘Damien, Jay. Me
 .’

‘You did good.’ Ark’s head hung low. ‘I was too scared to notice
 .’

‘You don’t have to be,’ Olesya said
 .

‘I know.’ He nodded. ‘It’s just us now
 .’

Light flooded the windows. Tires screeched. Something smashed into the side of the van. They spun wildly. Olesya held onto her seatbelt. The van rolled. Gravity pulled at her. Everyone clung to their seat-belts, bumping and colliding into each other. She shut her eyes. No one thought to scream or yell. They tumbled in silence. Broken glass. Bones. Heart
 .












Chapter Eleven












Today



Guatemala






D
 amien could barely see
 Nasira’s face in the cold glow of the speedometer, but he knew the fire in her eyes had extinguished hours ago. It was past midnight and she was running on fumes. There were no street lamps on this lonely stretch of Guatemalan road and all Damien could see outside were distant mountains, flat ground, and occasional spots of jungle. Sometimes he wished he had Jay’s pentachromatic vision rather than enhanced hearing
 .

‘How are you holding up?’ Damien asked, swallowing a metallic aftertaste
 .

‘Your new passport’s in the rucksack,’ Nasira said
 .

‘Right.’ He reached down with bandaged hands, plucked the Greek passport from the open zipper and stuffed it in his pocket. ‘You didn’t answer my question
 .’

‘I’m all right.’ She winced. ‘Could be better
 .’

Damien cleared his throat. ‘Since when have you and Jay 
been
 —
 ’

In the darkness, she glared at him
 .

‘—on good terms?’ he said. ‘You used to hate him
 .’

Nasira resumed her focus on the road ahead. ‘He grew on me. Unfortunately
 .’

‘We’ll find him,’ Damien said. ‘We’ll get him back
 .’

‘Don’t need your words of reassurance
 .’

A passing car illuminated her face. He could see tears on her cheeks. She wiped them quickly
 .

‘Just want the son of a bitch back,’ she said
 .

‘Wherever he is, whatever’s happening to him, he knows you’re out there looking for him. He knows you won’t give up
 .’

She shook her head. ‘He doesn’t know that
 .’

‘You’re the reason he has hope
 .’

‘He’s the reason I
 have hope.’ Nasira swallowed. ‘I know you know who took him. Just spit it out
 .’

‘Facility in Colombia,’ he said. ‘One of those border control officers told me. Right before I killed him
 .’

She didn’t look at him. ‘The Fifth Column are holding him there
 .’

‘That’s not logical,’ Damien said. ‘The Fifth Column only control Central America and the United States. They don’t hold much ground in Colombia
 .’

Nasira stared ahead. ‘That’s rare these days
 .’

‘If it was the Fifth Column, they’d take him back to the States. Like they were about to do with me
 .’

‘Colombia’s a nice out-of-the-way place to interrogate Jay,’ Nasira said. ‘Give him a lobotomy and throw him in the ocean, Bin Laden style. Or Bin Laden stunt double style, whatever
 .’

Damien hoped she was wrong. Rescuing Jay from some sort of shady underworld was one thing. Rescuing him from the Fifth Column was another entirely
 .

With one hand, Nasira shoved a cigarette in her mouth and lit it
 .

‘Do you have to smoke?’ he asked
 .

‘Yep,’ she said. ‘You know, there’s one thing he said to me that I’ll never forget
 .’

‘What’s that
 ?’

‘He told me you were his brother
 .’

‘He lost his brother when he was young,’ Damien said
 .

Under the whisper of moonlight, he watched the jagged mountains on their left
 .

‘No, I mean he said it for real. That’s how he sees it.’ Nasira sucked on her cigarette, then opened her window a crack. ‘And it made me think. We’re all family now. We’re not programmed zombies running jobs for the Fifth Column anymore. We’re on our own and we’re all we’ve got.’ She breathed sharply. ‘I don’t want to lose that
 .’

Damien watched her silhouette. ‘That’s probably the most emotional thing you’ve said in your life
 .’

She flicked ash out the window. ‘If you tell anyone, I’ll shoot you
 .’

Damien wound his window down a fraction and breathed in the night. ‘You know, there is someone else who can help us
 .’

‘Sophia?’ Nasira laughed. ‘She’s on the other side of the planet right now. Doing something … more important. I’m not gonna drag her all the way down here just for this
 .’

‘She’d do it in a heartbeat, you know,’ he said. ‘You said it yourself, we’re all we have
 .’

‘I don’t want to be the one calling Sophia every time we screw up,’ she said. ‘We just got to find out who has Jay. Then we get him the hell out. We can tell her after
 .’

‘And if we can’t get him out?’ he asked
 .

‘Then all hands on deck.’ Nasira closed as much distance as she could, but the bus still had an hour on them. They’d tracked it on a northeastern route to the coast, passing a large lake and forest. They needed more time to catch up, but Damien wasn’t sure they had it
 .

‘Puerto Barrios,’ Damien said. ‘That’s where the bus is going
 .’

‘Putting ’em on a ship to Colombia.’ Nasira sounded uncertain. ‘But where in Colombia
 ?’

Damien checked her phone. ‘I don’t know, but we’re not too far behind them now
 .’

Nasira was already accelerating. They needed to close the gap fast. If they missed their chance to see where in Colombia the two occupants on the bus were transferred, they’d miss their shot at Jay. And Damien wasn’t too keen on going through another processing station again
 .

‘Do you ever wonder what happened to all those Chinese and Russian recruits?’ he asked
 .

‘No,’ she said. ‘I already know what happened
 .’

‘Thrown in prison?’ he asked
 .

She snorted. ‘The official story is bullshit and you know it. Fifth Column had them put down
 .’

‘I don’t believe that. The Fifth Column put a lot of money into Project GATE. Millions into each of us. They wouldn’t waste that unless they had to
 .’

Nasira shrugged. ‘Maybe they used them for testing. Made sure the pseudogenes worked before they activated them in us
 .’

‘What if we aren’t the only ones who escaped
 ?’

Nasira drew on her cigarette. ‘The Fifth Column wouldn’t allow them to exist
 .’

‘They don’t allow us to exist either,’ he said
 .

‘Yeah, and it shows.’ She drove in silence a while longer
 .

Damien kept an eye out for the bus as Nasira played catch up, but even after an hour he still couldn’t see a thing
 .

‘I’m sorry,’ he said
 .

‘What the hell for?’ Nasira discarded her cigarette out the window
 .

‘I should still be on that bus. It was the one thing I had to do
 .’

‘Damien.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Shut up. Not your fault. And we ain’t got time to feel sorry for ourselves
 .’

He opened and closed his bandaged hands. The pain was dull. ‘I know, I just … yeah. You’re right
 .’

‘I’m always right,’ she said. ‘Except for the part where Jay got captured
 .’

‘Take your own advice. It’s not your fault
 .’

Her fingers tightened over the steering wheel. ‘It is
 my fault
 .’

‘What are you talking about?’ Damien asked
 .

‘We had an argument and I told him to get out of my face. “Get out of my face” wasn’t supposed to mean “Take your passport and get your ass kidnapped by the Fifth Column
 .”’

‘Some argument,’ he said
 .

Nasira drove over a bridge, crossing the narrow gap in a lake. For the first time, he could see the bus in the darkness ahead. Its headlamps splashed two cones of light on the asphalt
 .

Damien checked her phone. They were only a fraction behind the tracker now
 .

‘Just in time,’ he said. ‘We’re at the port
 .’

Nasira slowed down, giving the bus a chance to enter the port
 .

‘We need to watch the transfer,’ she said
 .

‘Assuming it’s a vessel like you said,’ Damien said. ‘How are we going to tag it
 ?’

‘I have one more tracker.’ She stopped the vehicle just outside the port and opened her door. ‘And a waterproof Pelican case with magnets
 .’

Damien wasn’t sure if she was joking. ‘You’re going underwater
 ?’

‘Don’t got much choice,’ Nasira said. ‘Someone didn’t stay on the bus like a good boy, did they
 ?’

‘Yeah, well someone got cavity searched
 .’

Nasira stifled a laugh as she got out of the car, then leaned in. ‘That’s totally worth the swim
 .’












Chapter Twelve












Six years ago




Location: Unknown







O
 lesya was alone.


She was lying on a hospital bed, wearing pajamas that weren’t hers. The room was bare and on the other side there was a closed door and a long window with dark glass she couldn’t see through. There were no bunks, no Firebird Squad, no hospital corners. She climbed from her bed. She remembered being inside a van. And then nothing. The grazes on her hands from climbing the concrete wall—they were completely healed. She remembered Xiu’s face
 .

How long had she been here? And where was
 here? Was she committed to some sort of mental asylum in Siberia? The room was heated through a fat, vertical pipe in the corner. She walked over to the door and reached for the handle. It turned freely. She wasn’t locked inside
 .

The corridor was long. She walked down it, her feet freezing on the tiled floor. There were more glass windows along the right-hand wall. The rooms beyond them were dark. She could hear noise at the end of the corridor, behind another door. Footsteps, talking, keyboard typing. She reached the end and stepped into an open space buzzing with people and activity. There were desks, monitors, a whole bunch of people standing and sitting, wearing jackets and hoods, carrying papers or pointing at screens. The area smelled of instant coffee and cigarette smoke. She looked from one face to another, recognizing none of them. And one by one, they looked back at her
 .

Something was very, very wrong. She had to get out. Next to her, an external door opened and someone stepped in with a gust of cold air. It smelled of the forest, but not of the night
 .

Olesya ran
 .

Past the figure. Barefoot, into the snow. She heard them calling her name. They knew her, but she didn’t want them to. She kept running, down a hill. She plunged through snow, tripped and rolled. Recovering at the bottom, she got back to her feet and kept going
 .

But Firebird Squad wasn’t out here. It was just white
 .

Smeared across her face, the snow numbed everything. She could see the forest ahead. Fog lifted from the treetops. She stopped. Her memories came back, falling inside her like icicles
 .

Firebird drawing their Glock 19s
 .

Xiu leaning over her breakfast tray and raising an eyebrow
 .

Gripping her pistol at the range, her palms sweating
 .

Clinging to the concrete wall, pushing air from her lungs
 .

‘Keep going.’ Xiu looked up at her and smiled. ‘You’ll find me again
 .’

The van rolling. Glass shattering
 .

Olesya felt her eyes warm with tears
 .

She dropped to her knees. Her nose dripped into the snow. There was no point in wiping it. It was all white around her. It was all nothing. She pressed her hands into the white and let them sink deeper. The cold burned and she focused on it. Her body shivered
 .

‘Olesya?’

The voice was deep, but not unwelcoming
 .

She wanted to ignore the man, but he called her name again. She didn’t say anything, and instead slowed her breathing so she didn’t look so pathetic by the time he circled around her. Failing, she slumped into a cross-legged position, ignoring her bare feet
 .

He didn’t seem to mind. He took a knee before her. She didn’t want to look at him but she could see from the edge of her vision that he wore a fur jacket and held a spare over one arm. He handed it to her
 .

‘Your feet must be cold,’ he said in Russian
 .

She looked down at her feet, pale and covered in snow. She didn’t care
 .

‘My name is Illarion,’ he said. ‘It’s nice to meet you
 .’

She looked up. Illarion had closely cropped hair and whiskers, a mix of silver and coal. His nose pointed like an arrow toward a scarred chin
 .

Olesya took the fur jacket from him
 .

‘You can put the jacket on,’ Illarion said
 .

‘No.’ She put the jacket on
 .

‘How about you come inside and I tell you everything?’ he asked
 .

She pulled the hood over her head and wiggled her hands back inside each cuff. She could feel his gaze, patient and calm. ‘No.’ She would stick to English
 .

He frowned. ‘You’ll get frostbite if you stay here
 .’

‘Fine, I’ll get frostbite until you tell me
 .’

‘The project you were in wasn’t a scholarship
 .’

She looked into his eyes. They were a pale, frosted blue
 .

‘Project GATE,’ she said. ‘I know what it was
 .’

‘You don’t know everything
 .’

Her hands clenched into fists. ‘So what … what was it for
 ?’

Illarion looked at her. He was a bit older than her father, and the cold didn’t seem to bother him at all. ‘They were training you to become operatives
 .’

‘Not anymore, I guess,’ Olesya said
 .

He cleared his throat and looked around. ‘Do you want to know where we are
 ?’

‘I don’t care,’ she said
 .

‘We’re thirty kilometers north of St Petersburg,’ he said
 .

‘I said I don’t care
 .’

He smiled. ‘And I don’t care that you don’t care
 .’

‘And I don’t care that you don’t care that …’ She looked away. ‘Shut up
 .’

Through the corner of her vision, she watched him shift from crouching to a sitting position
 .

‘I have a question for you,’ he said
 .

‘You already asked me a question
 .’

‘Two questions. What’s the last thing you remember
 ?’

She looked away and sighed. ‘I don’t like that question
 .’

‘No, you don’t like the 
answer

 .’

She glared. ‘Fine. Being taken away. By your people
 .’

Illarion unlaced his boots and peeled off his thick woolen socks, one after the other
 .

‘What are you doing?’ she asked
 .

He handed his socks to her. ‘Put those on. I didn’t rescue you from halfway around the world so you could get frostbite
 .’

She dusted off her feet and pulled on the socks. Her toes began to thaw
 .

‘The van was hit,’ she said. ‘I guess you
 did that
 .’

‘No.’ He inhaled slowly and paused for a moment. ‘That was the Blue Berets. The Fifth Column’s soldiers, they’re drawn from special forces units 
around
 —
 ’

‘I know who they are, they helped train us,’ she said. ‘But why did they want to hurt us
 ?’

‘Because we’re not on their side anymore,’ Illarion said
 .

Barefoot, he placed his boots neatly in front of her
 .

‘China had a South Blade unit from Guangzhou on location,’ he said. ‘They were able to extract everyone under threat, including you. We were lucky
 .’

‘I don’t feel lucky.’ She snatched one of Illarion’s boots. Her foot slipped inside with room to spare. She put the other boot on and hugged her legs. ‘I can’t go back, can I?’ she asked
 .

He shook his head. ‘No, you can never go back
 .’












Chapter Thirteen












Six years ago




Location: Unknown







O
 lesya looked
 through the glass at Ark, sleeping in a hospital bed
 .

‘Is he in pain?’ Olesya asked, speaking in Russian
 .

‘He sleeps for now,’ Illarion said. ‘He needs time to recover, time to process. To understand that everything he’s been taught about the world is a lie
 .’

Illarion didn’t wait for her. He was already moving across the white tiles in the corridor. She had to hurry to catch up. He paused to scratch dark whiskers, then looked through the glass to the next room. Inside she could see Ark’s sister, Val. She was sleeping peacefully
 .

‘So we’re all you’ve got,’ Olesya said. ‘Everyone in that one van
 ?’

‘There was more than one van, but it would be unwise to have you all in one place,’ he said. ‘There are many places like here
 .’

She wanted to ask about Xiu, but she already knew the answer. She wasn’t coming. She didn’t belong here, or in China
 .

‘How long have I been here?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘A little over a month,’ he said. ‘You were the quickest for us to deprogram. Congratulations
 .’

She stared at him. ‘What do you mean, 
deprogram

 ?’

He clasped his hands behind his back. ‘The Fifth Column programmed your mind. Fortunately, the programming at your stage was preliminary,’ he said. ‘Think of it as a framework. All the wooden beams put in place so at a later stage in your training they can build on it
 .’

She frowned. ‘I’m a … house
 ?’

‘The land on which your house is built, that’s the real you. It’s called the archeopsyche
 ,’ Illarion said. ‘Your house has no rooms yet, it’s big and it’s empty. This new, empty house is called the 
neopsyche

 .’

Olesya crossed her arms. ‘What’s the point of an empty house
 ?’

‘The Fifth Column’s plan is to build rooms,’ he said. ‘Each one has a specific purpose. The living room is for assassination and combat. The cloakroom is for adopting undercover personas. The bedroom is for developing them. The study is for surveillance and gathering of intelligence. And the attic, that’s for self-destruction
 .’

‘To kill yourself,’ Olesya whispered
 .

Illarion nodded. ‘The Fifth Column use a simpler framework for their suicide bombers,’ he said
 .

‘They … turn people into bombs
 ?’

Illarion ran one hand through his hair. ‘Do you know how hard it is to find a real suicide bomber?’ he said. ‘The Fifth Column’s demand is larger than the supply
 .’

‘So they make their own?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘Two rooms. The living room and the attic. It’s all they need
 .’

‘So we’re just like them? We’re ticking time bombs?’ she said
 .

‘No. Your programming was intended to be more complex. And you were trained to do more. You can move from one room to another as the situation requires,’ Illarion said. ‘Each room feels different. Each window has a different tint, a different color. Things outside appear … altered
 .’

‘How?’

‘The man on the street walking his dog; through your window, he looks like the world’s most dangerous terrorist, because that’s what the window reveals to you. That’s what the Fifth Column reveals to you for your operation. Does that make sense
 ?’

‘So I don’t know if he’s a terrorist or just a man?’ she asked
 .

‘To know for sure, you need to leave the house,’ Illarion said. ‘Right now, Val is trapped inside her own house. We need to dismantle it piece by piece until all she has left is her mind
 .’

It looked like Val was dreaming. Her eyelids and arms twitched
 .

‘You can’t just open the door and she walks out?’ Olesya asked
 .

Illarion paused at another room to check on a boy inside. He lay in his bed with his eyes closed, breathing slowly and calmly. He was from English Squad
 .

‘We opened the door for this boy too soon,’ Illarion said. ‘He refused to step outside
 .’

‘Why?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘The house—his neopsyche
 —was real to him. He didn’t believe what was outside,’ he said. ‘When we forced him out there, he rejected it. It was not real to him anymore. The man walking the dog was still
 the terrorist, even without the window
 .’

‘What happened
 ?’

‘He rejected reality. He went back inside and the man was a terrorist once more,’ Illarion said. ‘So we continue to dismantle his house until there is nothing left. When there is no house—when the illusion is destroyed—only then will he see the real world. Only then will he see himself as he really is
 .’

‘And the man walking the dog,’ she said
 .

‘Of course,’ Illarion said. ‘Seeing ourselves as we really are, that is humanity’s greatest challenge. One that most of us will certainly fail
 .’

‘What about these recruits, will they fail?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘It’s my job to ensure they succeed
 .’

‘If you knew all this, then why didn’t you get us out sooner
 ?’

‘We’ve been planning your rescue for two years,’ Illarion said. ‘Believe me, if I could have gotten you out sooner I would’ve done so in a heartbeat
 .’

‘I don’t have to believe you
 .’

He studied her with arctic eyes. ‘In the real world, belief is worth nothing
 .’

‘What about my family?’ she asked
 .

‘They’re safe,’ he said. ‘We relocated everyone’s families and helped fund them. When the Fifth Column come looking for you in Russia—and they will—they’ll go for your family first. We won’t let that happen
 .’

‘Can I see them?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘As long as the Fifth Column exists, it’s not safe,’ he said. ‘Your parents still believe you are completing your scholarship
 .’

‘You just said belief is worth nothing
 .’

‘Nothing to us. But it’s everything to the Fifth Column. They run the entire world on belief
 .’

‘Why aren’t we on their side anymore?’ Olesya asked. ‘Because of Project GATE
 ?’

‘And so much more
 .’

‘I want to know,’ Olesya said, folding her arms. ‘Everything
 .’

‘Some say it happened in the 1940s. Others say it was the ’60s. Others say it was now,’ Illarion said. ‘I don’t know when, but I know at some point in history the Fifth Column quietly and gradually took over the United States of America
 .’

‘So that’s why you broke it off?’ Olesya asked
 .

Illarion shook his head, slowly
 .

‘They didn’t stop with America,’ he said. ‘They took Russia next. Quietly and gradually. And once they had Russia’s resources and America’s military industrial complex, the Fifth Column tripled their power in just a few years. We were the pipes that fed the machine and it was killing us. We lost millions of people to the cold, to starvation, to suicide. Russia could no longer provide for its people. But over the years we formed a splinter faction inside the Fifth Column
 .’

Illarion led her into a larger room where others were busy working. They looked up at Illarion and Olesya then resumed their activities
 .

‘We called it the Sixth Column,’ Illarion said. ‘Comprised of Russia, China, some of our neighbors, and a growing resistance inside the United States. But the alliance did not hold. It fractured the day after we rescued you
 .’

‘Why did you rescue us?’ Olesya asked. ‘Are we really that special
 ?’

‘We were planning a major operation to strike at the Fifth Column from within,’ Illarion said. ‘But we underestimated our enemy. They saw us coming and took measures to stop us. They dismantled everything we were doing. They captured many of us before we could free ourselves of their dominion
 .’

‘What about all the other kids from Project GATE, from all the other countries?’ Olesya asked. ‘I could help the Sixth Column rescue them all
 .’

Illarion’s gaze drifted to the floor. ‘As I said, the Sixth Column dissolved. Now, we work solely for a clandestine Directorate. Our objective is to protect Russia—and hopefully the world—from the Fifth Column
 .’

‘If we’re protecting the world then I’ll help the Directorate rescue the kids
 .’

‘I want you to help, Olesya. It’s why we’re having this conversation,’ he said. ‘But you need to know the reality of the situation. We aren’t even a fraction as powerful as the Fifth Column. If we tried to rescue your friends we would all be dead before we hit the ground. The remaining children of Project GATE will be trained as planned. They will become black operatives, as planned
 .’

‘Then what am I supposed to become?’ Olesya asked. ‘If I agree to help, you’re training me to be an operative as well. Is that your plan
 ?’

‘No.’ He met her gaze. ‘I’m training you to hunt them
 .’












Chapter Fourteen












Today



Cartagena, Colombia







D
 amien woke suddenly,
 Nasira’s elbow catching him in the ribs. She was in the back seat, peering through a window with her night vision monocular. Damien was beside her, sitting so low that he’d fallen asleep. Driving in shifts through half of Central America would do that to you. Even with regular changeovers, they’d clocked thirty hours and seven vehicles before they’d even reached Colombia. Her latest steal was an old midnight blue Chevrolet sedan. Damien found the blue an odd choice but didn’t comment. Until they figured out who’d flagged Jay’s passport, they weren’t going anywhere near an airport
 .

‘They’re here,’ she said
 .

Damien rubbed his eyes and checked Nasira’s phone. The GPS locator she’d fixed to the vessel was blinking close to the port. Their guess had been right, this port was where they were heading. He looked past the front seat and saw a large lumbering freight vessel approach the Colombian port of Cartagena
 .

He checked his watch. The sun would rise soon, but for now the bay was dark and still. On the other side, wafer-thin skyscrapers sparkled in the night
 .

‘They have a bus ready?’ Damien asked
 .

‘Nothing yet,’ she said
 .

Damien reached for a fresh bottle of water and slowly opened it. It fizzed, and he cursed. He’d purchased carbonated water by accident again because his Spanish was terrible
 .

Nasira kept her eye glued to the monocular. They waited for the vessel to dock
 .

She spoke quickly. ‘Standby,’ she said. ‘I think I see the captives
 .’

She handed the monocular to him. He peered through and saw four armed guards in civilian clothes guiding two people with hands bound behind their back. They weren’t blindfolded or hooded, but they looked sluggish, sedated
 .

‘OK, I see two of them,’ Damien said
 .

‘Front seat. After me
 .’

Damien waited for her to wiggle forward, into the driver’s seat, careful not to bump the wheel and hit the horn. Then he climbed through to the front passenger seat
 .

‘I don’t see 
a
 —
 ’

‘There it is,’ Nasira said, looking over the dashboard
 .

She didn’t point, but he could see she was watching a small silver van as it pulled up in front of a shipping crane mounted on rail tracks. The van’s headlamps bathed Nasira’s Chevrolet in blue-white light. Damien slid down, just in time to avoid the light catching his pale skin. In the driver’s seat, Nasira slouched low
 .

Risking a glance over the dashboard, Damien counted two men in civilian clothes, armed with carbines and rifles, climb out of the van and wait
 .

Damien cracked his window open a fraction. The air was still warm and heavy, and he could smell the sea salt. Putting his enhanced hearing to good use, he listened as someone orders to put the two passengers in the van. The engine growled. Nasira flinched. She wanted to move but she couldn’t just yet. Damien rolled up his window
 .

He held their last GPS tracker in his hand. ‘I could try and sneak up, slap it on there
 .’

Nasira shook her head. ‘I want you to tag them more than anyone. But if their security is half decent, you’ll blow our chances
 .’

‘I know, but if I pull it off, we can follow from a distance and 
then
 —
 ’

‘And then they get spooked, switch vehicles and we lose Jay forever,’ Nasira said. ‘No way
 .’

Damien nodded. ‘Then we follow by eye
 .’

Nasira didn’t respond. She waited in silence as the van drove right past them, oblivious to their presence. Damien remained in the footwell, knees to his chest, listening to the van recede into the distance. He heard Nasira counting to ten, before pulling herself back up and turning the screwdriver in the ignition. Lights off, she made a quick turn. Damien reached for the monocular
 .

Dawn was starting to break over the bay
 .

Nasira accelerated hard, catching the van as it slipped onto a busy highway. From there they tracked it for fifteen minutes before the traffic slimmed to two lanes and the highway became a one-way freeway. On either side there was paved stone for pedestrians. On the left, gleaming white condominiums and on the right, the stone walls of old town
 .

‘Chute one of two,’ Nasira said
 .

She reported the lane as chute
 , using the surveillance terminology they’d learned as recruits in Project GATE
 .

‘Heading for the coast,’ Damien said, watching the map on her phone. ‘Or maybe Centro
 .’

The sky warmed orange. The Chevrolet’s air conditioning wasn’t working, and Damien’s t-shirt was already damp under his arms. He could see beads of sweat collecting on Nasira’s neck, under her coiled hair
 .

‘Uh, we have a problem,’ she said
 .

Damien looked over to see the van in chute one, the left-hand lane. It was two vehicles ahead of them and the traffic was starting to thin. But that wasn’t the problem
 .

A white Renault 4x4 overtook Nasira and aimed for the van. In his side mirror, Damien caught sight of a second Renault. Their shared distinctive feature: very dark windows
 .

‘Really contrasts against white, huh,’ Nasira said
 .

‘Subtle.’ Damien reached down into the footwell. He opened the folding stock on his Heckler & Koch UMP submachine gun
 .

‘Count?’ Nasira said, remaining calm
 .

Damien already knew. ‘Thirteen rounds
 .’

She sighed. ‘Pistol
 ?’

It was tucked in his waistband with a new magazine. ‘Ten
 .’

The foremost Renault accelerated
 .

‘First Renault in front, chute two of two,’ Nasira said
 .

Damien looked over to see a taxi push past, oblivious. ‘Second Renault is behind us, chute one of two
 .’

It was still in the other lane. He watched in the side mirror as it crept forward, its front wheels lining with Nasira’s rear. He knew why
 .

‘Third vehicle, stacked two back,’ Nasira said. ‘I think they’ve seen us
 .’

Damien noticed a gunmetal gray Daewoo sedan with equally blackened windows
 .

Nasira tried to nose her way into the traffic ahead, only to be blocked by the front Renault. Both 4x4s were keeping her boxed in, at the speed they wanted. Damien gripped his UMP in both hands, low enough so no one could see. He wondered if the tinted glass was also bullet-resistant
 .

‘They’re going to spin us out,’ Damien said
 .

Nasira growled. ‘The hell they are
 .’

She hit the brake, dropping them back suddenly. The Renault overshot and their side crunched into Nasira’s Chevrolet. Damien held on as they turned to the pavement. Nasira corrected it, keeping them in chute two
 .

The Renault lined up for another shot. Its front wheel drew level with her rear wheel. Nasira touched the brakes and let them overshoot. She slammed into the side of the Renault, striking its rear wheel. She accelerated into it
 .

Damien felt the crunch
 .

The Renault driver wasn’t ready. He was already turning the wrong way and it was too late to correct his mistake. His rear wheels lost traction. Damien watched the 4x4 fishtail, then lose control in the high-speed traffic. It spun through the one-way freeway and smashed sidelong into a row of metal bollards
 .


Bong bong bong bong
 .


The Renault rolled over the bollards and went flying upside down. Glass and metal sheared off in fragments. The car landed on its roof and scraped across the freeway; Nasira jerked her Chevrolet into chute two, narrowly missing it. The Daewoo pulled in behind her, then lurched back into chute one
 .

Damien saw it. Nasira saw it. But it was too late
 .

The Daewoo clipped Nasira’s rear wheel. She tried to counteract, pulled her wheel in the opposite direction. It wasn’t enough. Damien braced himself, both hands on the dashboard. The Chevrolet fishtailed. They lurched sideways across the two lanes
 .

‘Hold on,’ Nasira said
 .

She flicked the wheel right, then left, slipped the stick into reverse
 .

The beaten up Chevrolet roared along the freeway, only now it was backward. Damien was face to face with the tinted windshield of the Daewoo. The sunroof slid open and a man with shiny long hair and imitation Ray-Bans emerged. He braced himself with widened elbows and aimed an AK-103 rifle
 .

Nasira’s Chevrolet didn’t have bullet-resistant windows
 .

She pumped the brakes. The Daewoo crunched into her. The shooter’s elbows slipped and he smacked his head on the roof. Damien lined the UMP’s sight and fired a burst through his windshield. The UMP was wonderfully accurate, each round catching the dazed man just below his throat. He slumped back into the Daewoo
 .

The driver accelerated, ramming Nasira’s car. She couldn’t match his speed. The Daewoo pushed them in reverse along the freeway
 .

‘Let’s see if their car is armored.’ Damien squeezed off a round
 .

It punched a small hole through Nasira’s windshield, but it hardly dented the enemy’s
 .

‘Armored.’ Nasira grappled the steering wheel. ‘Chute one of two
 .’

Damien knew that even a small movement from the Daewoo would spin them out of control. Her rucksack was slim enough to wear while sitting, so he slipped it over both shoulders. This ride wasn’t going to last long
 .

‘Get us out of here,’ he said
 .

‘Where?’ Nasira yelled
 .

In the rear-view mirror, Damien could see the white condominiums parting to reveal wider ground. He hoped that would give them some options. There was a marina on one side and thick fort walls on the other. He checked the side mirror. The leading white Renault dropped back and rode beside them. All they needed to do was open fire and the rounds would snip through the Chevrolet like it was made of tin foil
 .

There was a large open plaza coming up on their left. It narrowed toward a clock tower. Underneath the tower were archways for pedestrians. Nasira saw it too. She accelerated suddenly, pushing the Chevrolet as hard as it would go in reverse. For a moment, her bumper separated from the Daewoo. She had the space. She turned the wheel sharply. Her Chevrolet peeled off, crossing to the next lane
 .

The Renault dropped back, poised to ram them as they made their escape. Through his side window, Damien saw the Renault’s rear coming right for them
 .

Nasira kept her foot to the floor, bouncing them onto the paved plaza. The Renault came after them, swerving off the road and onto the pavement. Damien covered his face as the Renault screeched along his door, tearing off the side mirror. But they weren’t quick enough to block Nasira’s escape. She scraped through
 .

In their wake, the Daewoo overtook the Renault and accelerated across the plaza. She watched through the rear-view mirror and she hit her horn to scatter pedestrians
 .

‘Faster,’ Damien said through clenched teeth. ‘Faster
 .’

Nasira tore the Chevrolet under the archway. It was barely wide enough but they scraped through, right into Cartagena’s old town. She spun the car around, switching to second gear and accelerating again. The Daewoo crashed into Damien’s door. It buckled from the impact and almost sent the Chevrolet straight through a shopfront. Damien felt dizzy
 .

‘You OK?’ Nasira yelled
 .

‘Yeah.’ Things moved past him in a sickening blur
 .

He patted himself down, checked for injuries. No blood. Nasira turned hard and plunged the car into a cobbled side street, sending locals scattering. Nasira weaved around taxis, riding up on the sidewalks. The Chevrolet’s tires weren’t going to hold up for much longer
 .

Damien peered in the rear-view and saw the Daewoo. It was momentarily caught behind a maneuvering truck
 .

Nasira gripped the steering wheel. ‘This some crazy shit he got us into
 .’

‘Who?’ he mumbled, straightening up
 .

‘Jay.’ She almost choked on his name. ‘We lost the van.’ She hit the wheel with her fist. ‘We lost the goddamn van
 .’

Colonial buildings streaked past in candy blue, orange, yellow, and aquamarine
 .

The white Renault 4x4 appeared on one side, moving like liquid under the sun
 .

‘Shit,’ Nasira said
 .

She accelerated, tearing from the side street into a large, open plaza. The Renault crashed into their rear and accelerated, pushing them forward
 .

Nasira wrestled the wheel, but the Chevrolet turned, turned some more. The Renault eased off for a moment, waited for them to expose their side, then rammed them. Nasira’s Chevrolet skidded through tables and chairs toward a restaurant. Everything smeared around Damien as the car rolled onto one side. He hung from the side, his UMP falling past Nasira and clattering under her seat. The Renault’s engine was a low growl, approaching. That wasn’t encouraging. He pushed up at his door but it was jammed shut
 .

Beneath him, Nasira kicked out the windshield. It came off in one fractured sheet. She gripped her pistol, but before she could climb out, the Renault rammed the Chevrolet’s underside. They both held on. The Chevrolet slid roof-first through the restaurant. Damien covered his face as metal screeched and glass shattered around him. The Renault finished its charge and backed off, probably so they could get out and open fire. An unarmored vehicle like Nasira’s Chevrolet offered no protection against even small calibers
 .

Nasira was already out and running for the kitchen at the back of the restaurant. Damien had lost his UMP, but he still had the pistol and Nasira’s rucksack on his back. He wedged the pistol farther down his waistband before climbing out into the restaurant. He landed on broken tables and flatware
 .

Gunfire erupted behind him, punching through the Chevrolet. Damien ran toward Nasira, through the kitchen and into another side street. Even in the shade, the air was warm. Nasira had stopped. The Daewoo with the tinted windows was barreling toward them. Nasira didn’t hesitate for long. She sprinted right for it, then darted sideways into the open doors of a luxury hotel. Damien slipped in behind her
 .

He ran through a shimmering lobby, tracking Nasira into an open courtyard. She picked up a small marble statue on the way and held it against her as she pushed through a pair of spindly women in black skirts. Damien caught up with her and climbed the flight of stairs. He picked a front-facing room and sidestepped so Nasira could slam her statue down on the door handle. He pushed the door and ran through to the timber balcony
 .

‘They’re coming up now,’ Nasira said
 .

‘Which way?’ Damien asked
 .

Without thinking, she pointed to their right
 .

Damien took the lead. The balconies ran seamlessly down part of the street, and he sprinted along them. He could hear Nasira’s steps behind him, and shouts from the street below. There were three more balconies ahead, but no more. He took a running leap over the railing and landed on the next one. Nasira landed behind him
 .

‘Stop!’ she whispered
 .

He turned to face Nasira. Her copper skin was flushed red. Quietly, she pointed under their feet, then launched herself into the street below. She landed right on top of the Daewoo and aimed her pistol into the sunroof
 .

The gunshot echoed down the alley. The driver’s head splashed the windshield
 .

‘Well, that’s one way of doing it,’ Damien said
 .

A small yellow taxi slowed behind the Daewoo, its driver confused by the chaos. More cautious than Nasira, Damien hung from the lip of the balcony and dropped neatly onto its roof, sinking into a crouch to absorb the impact. He slid off and moved along the sidewalk, close to the wall. As he reached the hotel entrance, he drew his pistol
 .

A woman stepped out in front of him, an AK-108 in both hands, looking in the direction of the Daewoo. Right behind her, another armed man. They saw Nasira and raised their rifles. Damien kicked under her barrel, whipping it skyward. The rifle’s iron sight smacked her in the nose. Damien drove his foot into her stomach. She fell back into her accomplice. They both dropped to the marble floor, entangled
 .

With his pistol, Damien shot the woman in the chest, then in the head. The man beneath her struggled to free his weapon. Damien closed the gap quickly and, with his knee, pinned his rifle to the floor. Damien kept his pistol on the survivor, but not too close
 .

‘Who are you?’ Damien asked in Spanish
 .

He repeated in English just to be sure
 .

The man didn’t reply, but tried to shift from under the dead weight. Blood spread from the man’s stomach. Damien didn’t know whose blood, so had to act fast. He locked the man’s elbow and levered it up. The man winced
 .

‘Who are you?’ Damien asked again
 .

The man stared at him, his chest rising and falling
 .

‘Who do you work for
 ?’

‘No one,’ he whispered in an American accent
 .

There was a white armband around the man’s upper arm. The same armband those border control officers were wearing. Damien lifted the man’s elbow higher, almost to breaking point
 .

The Daewoo reversed behind them. Damien turned to see Nasira now at the wheel
 .

‘Why are you after us?’ Damien said, his gun pressed into the man’s head
 .

He could hear yelling in the distance, a vehicle accelerating
 .

‘What do you want?’ Damien shouted
 .

He managed a weak smile. ‘You can’t protect them
 .’

‘Damien!’ Nasira called from the Daewoo
 .

‘Protect who?’ Damien shouted
 .

The smile faded. ‘Aberrations
 .’

‘Don’t make me leave your ass behind,’ Nasira said
 .

Damien leaned in. ‘What was your job?’ he asked. ‘Who do you think we are
 ?’

The man’s chest stopped moving. Damien swore and climbed into Nasira’s new ride
 .

She hit the gas. ‘Damien, if you’re going to interrogate someone, the key is not to kill ‘em first
 .’












Chapter Fifteen












Six years ago




St Petersburg, Russia







O
 lesya blinked
 snow from her eyes. Flakes fell from the sky and collected on the street lamps. The garden was empty, except for the monument of Catherine the Great. The empress wielded her scepter above her flowing gown and stared out over the treetops. She wasn’t scared, like Olesya
 .

Underneath the empress, Olesya could see Ekaterina Dashkova, the first woman in the world to lead a national academy of sciences. She clasped a book in both hands and almost seemed to smile at Olesya
 .

People walked the street of Nevsky Prospekt, but no one paid Olesya much attention. She wasn’t cold but her arms were shaking. She folded them, climbed the steps of the monument and crawled over the bronze sign. Using it as a foothold, she reached up along the smooth surface. She was just tall enough to reach Ekaterina’s feet
 .

Removing a glove, she used her hand to check the folds of the gown while holding onto Ekaterina’s foot with her other hand so she wouldn’t fall off. Each fold in the bronze gown was hollow. But there was nothing inside. It was only after her second thorough search, when her fingers started to feel numb, that she discovered a fold she’d missed before. She reached as high as she could and her cold fingers brushed something that wasn’t metal. A scrunched ball of paper
 .

She crawled back down off the monument, making sure no one was watching her. Her heart pumped faster as she unraveled the note. Sure enough, scrawled in faded ink, there was an address, one not terribly far from her old home. Her brother’s handwriting
 .

Olesya scrunched the paper and shoved it in her pocket. She hoped he hadn’t given up on her
 .



* * *



I
 llarion found
 Yuri halfway through demolishing a sandwich of cold meat and salad. The security outpost smelled of hard-boiled egg
 .

‘Have you seen Olesya
 ?’

Yuri raised an unruly eyebrow and picked lettuce from his black mustache
 .

‘The young one? She hasn’t been through here
 .’

‘The watchtower hasn’t seen her either,’ Illarion said
 .

The phone on Yuri’s desk rang. He carefully placed his sandwich on the table and answered with spidery fingers. ‘Yes? I see. How long ago?’ He hung up, puzzled. ‘How could she make it so far without being noticed
 ?’

‘Because I trained her to,’ Illarion said. ‘Who was on the phone
 ?’

‘One of our drivers. He just found your gloves in his truck,’ Yuri said. ‘And the truck is in St Petersburg
 .’

Illarion had given his gloves to Olesya
 .

‘Assemble your Spetsnaz,’ Illarion said. ‘I want everyone at the gate in five
 .’

‘Just for one girl?’ Yuri asked, reaching for his rifle. ‘Does she have superpowers
 ?’

‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘But your team isn’t to handle her
 .’

Yuri hit a button, which Illarion knew would trigger the alert for Yuri’s team
 .

Illarion walked out into the snow
 .

‘Her family are in St Petersburg, aren’t they?’ Yuri asked, calling out from the doorway
 .

‘It’s why she’s there,’ Illarion said
 .

‘Sure, but the whole team? What’s the worst case scenario?’ Yuri asked. ‘Her family find out she’s back? I’m sure they can keep it a secret. We can manage this
 .’

Illarion turned sharply. ‘It’s too late to manage. The family’s ability to keep a secret is the least of our problems right now
 .’

‘You relocated every single one of those families,’ Yuri said. ‘They’re safe
 .’

‘No one’s safe
 .’



* * *



O
 lesya whispered
 into her older brother’s ear. ‘Wake up
 .’

Zakhar rubbed his eyes. ‘What are you doing here
 ?’

‘Visiting is good, but home is better,’ she said. ‘I’m going to build a snow dinosaur, and I’m not doing it by myself
 .’

He sat upright and poked her in the face
 .

‘Ow!’

‘You’re real,’ he said. ‘You’re here! What about your scholarship
 ?’

‘I know.’ She shushed him. ‘But I wanted to … I needed to see you
 .’

‘You never replied to any of my letters
 !’

‘You sent me letters?’ Olesya swallowed. ‘I never got them
 .’

Zakhar had grown quite a bit since she’d last seen him. His face was longer and his hair was shorter. He smelled of toothpaste. Even though this bedroom was new, she felt at home for the first time in a while
 .

‘It’s the middle of the night,’ Zakhar said. ‘How did you find me
 ?’

‘Your note on the monument. Catherine the Great
 .’

‘I never thought you’d see it!’ Zakhar was speaking loudly again. ‘I put it there just in case
 .’

‘Olesya, darling?’ It was her mother’s voice
 .

‘Great. They know I’m here,’ she whispered
 .

Zakhar leaned close. ‘You don’t want to see them
 ?’

‘Yes, but I’m just not ready. I need a second.’ She tried to calm herself
 .


What was she going to tell them? Could she tell them anything
 ?


‘Can you come out, please?’ her mother asked
 .

Zakhar walked to the door, but he waited for Olesya to open it. Something didn’t feel right
 .


Always go through the window
 .


Olesya opened the door
 .

‘Come in,’ Denton said. ‘Don’t be a stranger
 .’

Her body iced over
 .

Denton stood with four men in dark winter coats, overshadowing her mother and father. They were soldiers. Her mother sat in her chair by the window while her father paced
 .

‘Olesya,’ her father said. ‘We need to talk about what you’ve done
 .’

The blinds were drawn and only a single lamp lit the living room, casting nightmarish shadows over Denton’s face
 .

‘We were very worried about you,’ Denton said
 .

Olesya’s heart raced. She’d never heard him speak Russian before. He did so almost perfectly
 .

‘You’re the man from the scholarship,’ Zakhar said
 .

‘Yes, I am
 .’

‘I’m sure Olesya is very sorry for her actions,’ her father said, looking from Denton to her. ‘And she will do whatever it takes to resume the program
 .’

‘Luckily, we implanted trackers into all
 of our candidates.’ Denton eyed Zakhar as he stepped inside, beside Olesya. ‘Yours has been removed, but what about the children who weren’t selected for Project GATE
 ?’

Denton glanced between the two of them. His smile vanished
 .

‘Since your disappearance,’ Denton said, ‘we’ve been keeping an eye on your family and anywhere you were likely to turn up
 .

‘Olesya, why did you leave?’ her father asked. ‘Zakhar would never have dishonored our family
 .’


There was only one way to play this
 , Olesya thought. There was only one way out
 .


‘I was abducted,’ Olesya said. ‘They interrogated me and then I escaped
 .’

Denton stepped forward, into the center of the room. The lamp lit him evenly, across his hooked nose and shaved head
 .

‘Children three that nestle near, pleased a simple tale to hear,’ Denton said
 .

She didn’t know what that meant, so she maintained her confusion
 .

Denton took another step forward and repeated the phrase. His hand reached for something under his jacket. ‘This is curious,’ he said
 .

He nodded and two of his soldiers closed on Olesya. They reached down and grabbed her by both arms, holding her in place just below her shoulders. She could smell the leather of their gloves. The other two men seized her parents, whose shouts of protest drowned out everything else
 .

‘Let them go!’ Olesya shouted
 .

Denton threaded a long tube-shaped suppressor to the barrel of his shiny black pistol
 .

‘What are you doing?’ her mother shouted. ‘She’s just a girl
 !’

Denton shot Olesya’s mother. It sounded like a staple gun; polite and soft. Blood splashed on the window. She fell in front of the sofa
 .

Olesya pried one arm free, but the soldiers grabbed it, held her fast. Blood trickled down the window pane. Olesya looked around, saw her brother standing there, inanimate. He didn’t move. But her father collapsed over her mother, screaming and sobbing. Olesya collapsed to her knees
 .

Denton lowered his pistol. ‘You’re not a very good liar, Olesya
 .’

This wasn’t real. She tried to breathe. Her mother lay dead on the floorboards and her father sobbed. This wasn’t really happening. She was in the wrong world and she had to get back. This was a nightmare she had to escape
 .

Her father screamed, hands trembling
 .

Denton cringed. ‘Please, we’re trying to have a conversation
 .’

He aimed his suppressed pistol and shot her father. Olesya got up on one knee and launched to her feet, but the soldiers got to her first. Her father dropped to the floor with a thud. The soldiers held onto her arms. Tears clouded her vision and her body started to shake. She couldn’t control herself any longer
 .

One of the soldiers released her to seize Zakhar as he tried to run for the bedroom. He screamed as the soldier dragged him back into the living room. She didn’t want to look at him
 .

This was her fault
 .

She never should have come back
 .

Zakhar screamed again. His scream didn’t sound human
 .

Denton aimed his pistol at her. ‘The Sixth Column have stolen my
 children. Where are they
 ?’

Olesya’s hands were shaking. The other soldier didn’t let go of her wrist. She focused on his shoes. She could think of nothing, nothing but the man who killed her parents
 .

‘Are my children in St Petersburg?’ Denton pointed his pistol at her, then lowered it. He pressed a button near his collar. ‘Bring the rest of the squad back.’ Then he turned to the soldiers holding Zakhar. ‘Get him out
 .’

Two soldiers walked out of the apartment, one carrying her brother. That left one standing by Denton and the other holding Olesya’s wrist
 .

Denton leaned forward. ‘Your brother will be safe. If you tell us where the Sixth Column are hiding
 .’

She felt rage coil inside. Her fingers trembled. They felt numb, icy
 .

Denton didn’t notice. ‘You don’t need to be scared
 .’

‘I’m not
 .’

The soldier let her wrist go and cried in pain. His fingers were black
 .

Olesya lunged forward and grabbed Denton’s pistol. Before the nearby soldier could intervene, she pushed Denton’s wrist back onto itself and squeezed the trigger. The top of the soldier’s head exploded across the ceiling. He slumped onto Denton, who released the pistol and dived clear of Olesya’s aim. He disappeared behind the sofa, then moved for a nearby wall. She screamed at him, firing through the sofa and through the wall. Her scream filled the apartment
 .

She barely noticed the window shatter and something roll across the carpet. A stun grenade. She covered her eyes but the flash still stripped her vision. The sound exploded through her
 .

White snow
 .



* * *



I
 llarion shot
 the first of the Fifth Column’s Blue Berets: two rounds into the back and two into the skull. The Beret wobbled to the hallway floor. Illarion fired again and again, didn’t stop until there were no more targets. The others were destroyed in moments by his Spetsnaz team, crumpled across the hallway. His Spetsnaz team breached the apartment. Illarion followed them in and saw Olesya
 .

She was lying on the ground, curled into a ball. Her hands came away from her face. She was alive. He felt her body for injuries and was relieved to find none
 .

‘We have you, Olesya,’ he said. ‘We have you
 .’

She squinted, seemed to recognize him. Sprawled around her, the body of a Blue Beret and the bodies of Olesya’s parents. They were all dead
 .

‘Where’s my brother?’ she whispered. ‘Denton’s soldiers took my brother
 .’

‘I didn’t see your brother,’ Illarion said. ‘Where are they now
 ?’

Olesya looked around with bloodshot eyes. ‘Gone
 .’

The cheeks of the dead soldier were black and lilac, their eyebrows flecked with ice. The fingers on his right hand were also black. Illarion said nothing and picked Olesya up. She wrapped her arms around him. In one hand, she carried a USP Tactical pistol with an attached suppressor. He recognized it immediately—Denton’s pistol. He tried to take it from her but she held tight. It was cold to his touch. She wasn’t letting go so he kept his hand near the suppressor to control the muzzle
 .

His team finished their search—Illarion motioned for them to check outside
 .

He waited for them to clear the area before carrying Olesya to his red Lada sedan. He lowered her to her feet and she finally let him take Denton’s pistol. He opened the passenger door, then stopped. Something stirred under the snow behind them. He saw the barrel first, then the single Blue Beret hiding in the snow, covered entirely in white camouflage
 .

‘Don’t raise your weapon. Turn around slowly
 .’

Illarion faced the Blue Beret. He aimed a slender white carbine with a magnified scope and attached suppressor. He was not part of the assault team. He looked young, mid-twenties, African American male. He shifted his aim down to Olesya
 .

‘The Sixth Column base,’ he said. ‘Where is it
 ?’

‘The Sixth Column does not exist anymore
 .’

‘The base location,’ he said. ‘Or she dies
 .’

‘You won’t kill her,’ Illarion said. ‘You need her
 .’

The Blue Beret blinked. ‘Where are all the children you abducted
 ?’

‘I never abducted them. I rescued them
 .’

The Blue Beret’s left glove wrapped over the carbine’s white rail, inscribed with two letters
 .

‘DC,’ Illarion said. ‘Is that your name
 ?’

‘Close enough. How far are the children from here
 ?’

‘My soldiers have secured the area,’ Illarion said. ‘You’re running out of time
 .’

‘You’re the one running out of time, grandpa.’ DC’s hands twitched around the carbine
 .

Interesting.

‘Nine out of ten men in this world have a conscience,’ Illarion said. ‘If you shoot this girl, you’ll see her face in your nightmares. Every night for the rest of your life. Is that something you want
 ?’

‘What makes you so sure I’m not the one out of ten?’ DC asked
 .

‘Because you would’ve squeezed the trigger already
 .’

Illarion turned away and opened the door for Olesya. She climbed in without protest. He walked to the driver’s side and opened the door. Only then did he look back at DC
 .

The soldier was gone
 .

Illarion heard his men shouting in the distance, then the sound of suppressed gunfire. They reported back to him a moment later. DC had escaped. Illarion gave them orders to withdraw. He climbed into his Lada and started the engine. It was time to take Olesya home
 .



* * *



I
 llarion drove in silence,
 unable to think of anything he could say to Olesya. She sat in the passenger seat, silent. She wasn’t crying and that worried him
 .

‘I betrayed Denton.’ Olesya wiped her face. ‘And I paid the price
 .’

Illarion’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. ‘Denton is different
 .’

‘How?’ Her voice was strained
 .

‘He’s a psychopath
 .’

‘I’ve read about them.’ Olesya sniffed. ‘But in the end, we’re all the same
 .’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Denton cannot feel the way you feel, Olesya. His brain is different
 .’

She watched the road ahead. ‘You said one in ten men
 .’

He was surprised she’d remembered that. ‘Those are your odds,’ he said. ‘Denton might look human, he might act human, but he has no humanity. He’s the type of psychopath you’ve never read about in your school books
 .’

She looked at him. ‘I should have known
 .’

‘If everyone knew what a psychopath was, they would lose the power they wield over this world,’ Illarion said. ‘That’s why your school books will never have men like Denton. No one can know they exist
 .’












Chapter Sixteen












Two years later




St Petersburg, Russia







O
 lesya was drowning.


Water splashed her face, soaked the black hood. Breathing sucked the hood into her mouth and made her choke. She inhaled through her nose, desperate to draw air from inside her hood. There wasn’t any
 .

Panic flashed inside her. She slowed her breathing. Focused. She heard the loud crackling in her ear. For a moment, the darkness lit under her hood. She knew what was coming
 .

Silence.

She breathed slowly. Listened for movement
 .

The stun gun made contact. Ark screamed. His body shuddered beside her. She could hear him sucking the damp hood into his mouth with each heavy breath
 .

The electrodes struck Olesya this time. They bit hard under her ribs and the current surged through, locking her every muscle. Her plasticuffed hands pulled tight against her back. The pain stopped. She slumped back. A pair of boots paced around her
 .

Val screamed
 .

Olesya flexed her fingers. Her hands were shaking. Every time an electric current snapped through her, her body jerked and drew the plasticuffs around her wrists tighter. Her fingertips were tingling. Soon, she would lose feeling altogether
 .

The footsteps receded. A door opened and closed. They were alone now. Three teenage captives, unarmed and with no one to save them
 .

Ark whispered, ‘Now
 .’

Olesya kept her breathing slow and reached into the back of her pants. Hooked to her underwear, a long flat sliver of metal: an improvised shim she’d made herself. She straightened the thin wedge with almost numb fingertips and worked fast, rotating one wrist. Using her index finger, she probed for the ratchet in her plasticuffs
 .

She found the gap where the teeth fed into the ratchet and lowered her shim. It took a few attempts until she lost the ratchet completely. Her breathing was heavy again, she tried to slow it. Her body ached and her fingers trembled. In any high stress situation, fine motor skills were the first to deteriorate, skills she needed desperately right now
 .

On either side of her, frantic breathing and curses told her Ark and Val weren’t having an easier time. She concentrated, used her index finger to find the ratchet. Once she was sure she had it—and she wasn’t entirely sure—she tried the shim again. The more she rotated her wrist the more the hard plastic dug into her skin
 .

And then she started losing feeling in her fingertips
 .

‘Come on,’ Olesya whispered
 .

The shim hit the tiled floor with a tinkling sound
 .

Inhaling, she sucked fabric into her mouth. She tried to calm herself, she was running out of time. Running her fingertips across the wet tiles, she searched for the wafer-thin shim
 .

Then she heard the teeth on Ark’s plasticuffs tear free
 .

‘I’m out,’ Ark whispered
 .

She could hear him pulling at his hood. ‘Get Val,’ she said
 .

The door burst open. Color inside her hood shifted. Ark was moving, then he landed hard. The stun gun crackled. Ark yelled, then spluttered
 .

‘Not fast enough.’ Illarion circled the trio
 .

He fastened a hood. Then plastic teeth clicked through a ratchet, binding someone’s wrists
 .

The stun gun fired. Ark screamed. It echoed inside Olesya’s head. Next, Val screamed. The stun gun stopped and her groan was twisted, breathless
 .

‘Again,’ Illarion said. ‘You will make it out of this door in under five minutes
 .’

The door slammed shut
 .

Olesya’s shim was gone. She felt for a spare, deeper inside her clothing, then stopped. There was a quicker way. She leaned back into an arch until her shoulder blades touched the wet tiles. Pointing her feet to the ceiling, she pushed her bound wrists under her hips, over her butt and under her legs. She bent one knee, then the other. Now her wrists were in front of her
 .

She only had one shot at getting this right. If she screwed up, it would pull her plasticuffs so tight she would cut off her circulation. Olesya held her wrists up high and pulled them back, hard, across her midsection. Pain flashed through her wrists as the plasticuffs tightened, then snapped. She ripped off her hood and saw the room for the first time. It was lit by a single light bulb, walls peeling, a single door in front. Her nostrils seared with the smell of bleach. Before her, Val was hooded, a shim in her plasticuffs as she wriggled her hands. Olesya moved to help Ark
 .

He felt her hands on him and pulled away. ‘I can do it myself
 .’

She didn’t bother arguing. She was on her feet, moving for the door. Illarion’s footsteps fell on the other side. The door handle turned. She sidestepped quickly and pressed herself against the wall behind the door
 .

Illarion stepped inside. Olesya kicked him in the back of one knee. He dropped, and she closed her arm tightly over his neck. He lifted his stun gun up, the electric arc sizzling angrily. Olesya grasped his elbow, and guided the stun gun into his body. Illarion jolted beneath her, collapsed
 .

Olesya knelt on his arm, pinning it. She knocked the stun gun clear and drove her knees high into his armpits. He spluttered, trying to knock her off. She pressed her palms over his cheek and clamped his head against the tiles. Leaning in, she applied just enough pressure
 .

Illarion tapped out
 .

Olesya released him. Ark and Val had removed their hoods and were watching from their seated positions on the wet tiles
 .

‘Congratulations.’ Illarion cleared his throat. ‘You’re now the team leader
 .’

‘But I cheated,’ Olesya said. ‘And we didn’t escape
 .’

Illarion smiled thinly. ‘This was never about escape
 .’












Chapter Seventeen












Today



Cartagena, Colombia







D
 amien flipped
 the sun visor down, cutting out the glare. Water lashed the rocks outside Nasira’s window as she tore the Daewoo along the jagged coastline. Whatever the speed limit was, she was way over it. Then again, so was everyone else
 .

Nasira was heading for the destination programmed into the Daewoo’s GPS—north, on the outskirts of another port town, Barranquilla. As far as she saw it, this destination was one of two places: the direction of the van they’d briefly seen before their attack, or where the Daewoo was heading after intercepting the van
 .

Nasira had stopped the Daewoo once they were clear and swept it. The only thing of use inside was the GPS. Even the corpse was sterile, so they dumped it. Nasira got behind the wheel again, insisting on taking the first shift. While she didn’t have his enhanced healing, he could see the tiny cuts on her face from their border control escape were already healing. The fibrin in Nasira’s blood had hardened into slivers of carmine red over copper skin
 .

Damien turned the air conditioner to maximum and relished the cold air blasting on his skin. ‘We need to swap cars
 .’

‘What for? They know where we’re going.’ Nasira accelerated into the curve. ‘What they gonna do, report it stolen? Think we’re a bit past that now
 .’

‘Well, that and there’s brain on the windshield,’ Damien said
 .

‘It’s on the inside,’ she said. ‘Nobody can see through the tinted glass
 .’

‘Yeah, but I can see it and it’s gross
 .’

‘You just killed two people in a hotel lobby.’ Nasira sighed. ‘I’ll stop for wet wipes
 .’

‘Do you have another screwdriver in that rucksack?’ Damien asked
 .

‘Still in the Chev,’ she said. ‘But there’s a crescent wrench in there if you plan on stealing another ride
 .’

Damien checked to be sure. ‘They weren’t after us. Those men
 .’

‘What makes you think that?’ she asked
 .

‘The vehicle in the lead, it went right past us,’ he said. ‘Its target was the van we were following. At least until they saw us
 .’

Nasira’s fingers drummed the steering wheel. ‘They attacked us, not the van
 .’

Damien zoomed into their destination on his phone. ‘They missed their shot at the van
 .’

‘No,’ Nasira said. ‘They didn’t
 .’

The van was ahead of them, pulled over on the side of the road. It was battered and broken, flanked by police cars. Nasira dropped to a reasonable speed as they passed. Damien absorbed what details he could. The driver’s side window was smashed. He could see a body sprawled across the wheel
 .

Nasira picked up speed again. ‘That would be the driver
 .’

The side door was open and there was no body inside. ‘They took them
 .’

‘Great,’ she said
 .

‘We could’ve saved them,’ Damien said
 .

‘Just stay focused on Jay. We barely saved ourselves
 .’

‘You think they might be mercenaries
 ?’

‘Don’t matter either way. The van was heading in this direction. The Daewoo was heading in this direction. And so are we
 .’

‘I have someone checking the address for us,’ he said. ‘Could use the intel
 .’

‘I got intel for you,’ she said. ‘The van was heading in this direction! The Daewoo was plotted for this direction! We have an address for this direction. There’s your goddamn intel
 .’

‘Look,’ Damien snapped, ‘I don’t want to, you know, cramp your style. But I came down here because you needed my help
 .’

‘No, you came down ’cause Jay needed your help. Who do you think he was going back to? He was off to see you
 .’

‘What are you trying to say?’ he asked
 .

‘Don’t pretend you’re doing this for me,’ she said. ‘You don’t owe me shit. But right now, two’s better than one
 .’

‘All I’m saying is any help is good help. If I can find out more on who took Jay and why, we can prepare. Make sure we’re not walking into another
 trap
 .’

‘Another trap? What do you want, Damien? A briefing book with pictures and color coding?’ Nasira pointed at the GPS touchscreen between them. ‘Jay could be there right now. And if he is, we need to get him out as fast as possible
 .’

‘I just want to be sure we’re making the right move,’ he said. ‘We can’t screw this one up
 .’

‘There is only one move!’ Her hands clenched on the wheel. ‘We don’t have time to sit around and think about who’s doing what
 !’

‘Maybe if you did think, we wouldn’t be here in the first place!’ he yelled back, surprising himself
 .

Nasira slowed the Daewoo to a stop. When she spoke again, she was calm and measured. ‘I didn’t want to lose him
 .’

Damien wasn’t angry because of her. He was angry because even now Jay was slipping through their grasp. ‘I didn’t mean it that way
 .’

‘Yeah, but that’s how you said it. And you know what ticks me off?’ she asked
 .

‘Well, a lot of things
 .’

She laughed, surprising him. ‘We’ve been traveling together for two days and not once have you asked me why he left
 .’

‘You said he was coming to see me
 .’

She cut the engine, kept just the air conditioning running. Her hands dropped to her lap
 .

‘He wasn’t coming to see me, was he?’ Damien asked
 .

‘No. He left ’cause I told him to leave. I’ve been pressuring him this whole time
 .’

‘To do what
 ?’

‘Go see his extended family. In Rio,’ she said. ‘Tell them what happened. Who he was, who he 
is

 .’

‘Closure. We could all do with some of that.’ He turned to look at her. ‘He didn’t want to go
 ?’

‘He did. To start with. Then I pushed. Too hard
 .’

‘It’s not an easy thing to say to your family,’ Damien said. ‘That kind of … confession
 .’

‘Yeah, what do you do? Turn up on their doorstep? “Hey, I was programmed by a secret multinational agency and when I graduated I was ordered to kill my own parents to pass my training. Oh, but then I was rescued and now I’ve declared war against this big agency. So anyway, we’re all terrorists on the run now, bye
 .”’

‘It’s a lot to take in,’ Damien said
 .

He found himself staring at his hands. They’d mostly healed since his escape from border control
 .

‘And a lot to ask,’ Nasira said. ‘I told him to stop running away. And what did he do? He ran away
 .’

‘It’s not your fault
 .’

She snorted. ‘I just made a real convincing case otherwise
 .’

‘Did you
 kidnap him? No. Did he kidnap himself?’ Damien asked
 .

‘No. I get it,’ she said. ‘It was their fault. Whoever the hell they
 are
 .’

‘It was just odds. Odds that he was picked up. Odds that I wasn’t. I still don’t understand that. But it’s odds that we get him back
 .’

‘Suddenly all optimistic now
 ?’

He smiled. ‘I’ve been hanging around you too long
 .’

Nasira took the wheel again. ‘So it’s Barranquilla, or bust
 .’

Damien looked at his phone again, hoping the satellite view of their destination would inspire him. ‘It’s a facility. Just like the officer told me
 .’

‘Yeah, that’s real helpful
 .’

‘We need to figure out our plan,’ he said. ‘How we approach this place, what we do once 
we’re
 —
 ’

‘Here’s our plan.’ Nasira started the engine. ‘We go inside the facility. I start shooting people in the head. We see how that works out
 .’












Chapter Eighteen












Today



Moscow, Russia







O
 lesya stepped into the dark,
 stale armory and found Ark and Val already inside, cigarettes glowing between their lips as they muttered to each other while the armorer wrote down the items they withdrew
 .

Having grown up alongside the brother and sister, they’d become like a brother and sister to her as well. The three of them had come a long way since their childhood training in Project GATE. Now they were adults with training and experience, assigned to hunt the very operatives they were supposed to become
 .

Ark and Val shook their fists three times. Val opened hers into a finger gun and Ark wiggled his thumb, as though he was ready to detonate imaginary explosives. Over the years, their little game had evolved from Paper-Scissors-Rock into Assassin-Drone-Sniper-Spy-Suicide Bomber
 .

He made an explosion sound and reached for the item they were fighting over—an enhanced night vision monocular. He turned and froze when he saw Olesya
 .

‘Sorry,’ Ark said
 .

Olesya shed her charcoal coat and folded it over the table. ‘What’s the brief
 ?’

‘Three operatives in Moscow,’ Val said. ‘They’re on the move
 .’

Olesya picked up her thin bullet-resistant gel vest. It comprised layers of Kevlar and a type of liquid that hardened on impact
 .

‘That’s one each,’ Ark said, wielding a black flashlight-shaped device
 .

Val tucked a curl of dark hair behind her ear. ‘Still more than we’re used to
 .’

Olesya removed her shirt and slipped the vest over her head, then fastened the straps across her stomach. At barely two kilograms, it didn’t weigh her down like Kevlar, yet it could absorb knife attacks, most rounds—including armor-piercing—without crushing her ribs or lungs
 .

‘When was the last time we had three in our backyard at once?’ Val picked one of the new pistols, a polymer Strizh chambered with seventeen 9mm rounds. It was angular like a Glock, except for the grooves on the slide that looked like shark’s gills
 .

‘They’re getting more confident,’ Ark said
 .

Olesya considered her options for a moment
 .

‘Whoa, hold up a sec,’ Val said. ‘Olesya might actually try something different
 .’

Olesya picked out her favorite, the Gyurza—Russian for blunt-nosed viper
 —an ultra-compact pistol from the early ’90s. It was small and shiny in her hand, with a tapered barrel that never snagged on her clothing. Despite its size, the Gyurza carried eighteen armor-piercing rounds
 .

Ark exhaled cigarette smoke. ‘And hell might freeze over
 .’

‘That happened already.’ Olesya took three magazines and loaded one. She fed a round into the chamber and pulled the slide just enough to see the glint of brass inside, then holstered it under her arm
 .

Both Val and Ark reached for a less conventional weapon. Their hands pinned it to the table and neither one of them considered budging
 .

Olesya raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re fighting over a Glue Gun
 ?’

The weapon was wide and pistol-shaped, but it fired tacky glue-like material thirty feet
 .

‘OK, number one,’ Val said, ‘we call it the Ejaculator
 . And two, Ark used it last time
 .’

Olesya turned her attention to the knives section. ‘I suppose he likes to ejaculate
 .’

‘Firstly—none of your business.’ Ark turned to his sister. ‘Or yours, frankly. And you used it the last two times
 .’

Olesya held up two fingers for them to see. ‘There’s only one way to decide. Round two
 .’

Val offered her fist for another game. ‘You heard the lady
 .’

While they played their game, Olesya secreted a fling knife on her thigh and a survival knife inside her boot. On her belt, she holstered her combat knife, a Kizlyar Raven with a glass-breaker on its hilt. She almost forgot the compact titanium prybar, which she slipped inside her boot
 .

The brother and sister opened their fists. Val offered a knife hand. Assassin
 . Ark’s hand was also flat, but facing downward. 
Drone

 .

‘How does an assassin beat a drone, anyway?’ Ark asked
 .

Val shrugged. ‘You cruise, you lose
 .’

Olesya put her shirt back on and clipped the radio unit to her belt. Then she shoved the near-invisible earpiece a little too far down her ear canal. All that was left were two sticky cams and her allowance of Russian currency. The amount had increased since the Fifth Column launched sanctions against Russia. She slipped the bills into her navy blue wallet along with her false identification for the FSB—Federal Security Bureau
 .

‘Do you mind explaining why you’re smoking in the only room you’re not allowed to smoke?’ Illarion said, from behind Olesya
 .

He was cleanly shaven today, which usually meant he’d received a visit from his superior. His steel-gray hair looked slightly more silver
 .

Looking down his pointed nose at Ark’s cigarette, he said, ‘By all means, feel free to continue your game while the clock is ticking
 .’

Behind Illarion was his recently assigned assistant, an intelligence officer by the name of Gleb. He had short, sandy hair and he blinked a lot. Olesya hadn’t met him before, but he seemed excessively polite
 .

Ark crushed the cigarette under his boot. ‘We’re ready to move
 .’

‘I’ll expect you to clean that up later,’ Illarion said, ‘if you live through this operation
 .’

Val quickly took the Ejaculator before Ark could pinch it. She clipped it to her belt. Ark begrudgingly took the explosives detector instead
 .

Gleb extended his hand to Olesya. ‘It’s an honor to meet you, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I’ve read all about the Snow Maiden
 .’

Val cleared her throat. ‘I wouldn’t call her that
 .’

‘Olesya is fine,’ she said
 .

Gleb looked away. ‘I’m very sorry
 .’

Olesya picked up one more item. She chose it every time and thankfully no one fought her for it. A black aluminum flashlight-sized device, the NetGun fired a lightweight tensile steel net, wrapping its target at a range of twenty meters and optionally delivering repeated electric shocks, subduing the target until they could be captured and removed. For every deployment, Olesya kept the electric shock enabled
 .

She pulled her charcoal coat back on and closed the studs to her neck
 .

Illarion led them to the garage for their transport. ‘Gleb identified three operatives in Moscow yesterday. They went to ground overnight but they’re on the move again
 .’

‘What do they have planned?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘We don’t know yet,’ Gleb walked fast to keep up with her. ‘Facial recognition tech is by no means foolproof, but these operatives came in at a seventy-percent match
 .’

‘That’s not enough to go on,’ Val said from behind
 .

Gleb was quick to respond. ‘Certainly, but in this case we matched the cluster of three operatives all together.’ He handed Olesya a print of their low-resolution faces recorded from CCTV cameras
 .

Olesya looked at them. ‘A little more than a coincidence
 .’

‘It’s unprecedented,’ Illarion said
 .

Two females, one male. Olesya only cared about two things. Was the male operative her brother, Zakhar? No. Maybe they were other operatives she knew from Firebird Squad. What if the male was Damien or Jay? She wondered if they were still alive. If they were, it was possible she might encounter them again. And she would have to stop them, just like every other operative
 .


Hopefully not today
 , she thought
 .

She inspected the print closely. The woman stood side-on. She had straight black hair and wide eyes. There was a slight possibility this woman was Xiu
 .

Any operative out there could be Xiu
 .

Olesya tucked the thought away and handed the print to Val as they entered the garage, an underground level lined with an assortment of shiny armored cars and more commonplace sedans and bikes. It was loud and bright. The clamor of elite Zaslon soldiers—ultra-black Russian special operations—made her stomach knot. They were assigned to support her operation and that only happened when the situation was bad
 .

Illarion escorted them toward a three-door Lada Fora 4x4. It was silver and had seen better days
 .

‘Don’t engage until the operatives have separated,’ Illarion said. ‘Take them one by one
 .’

‘Sure, but they might have other plans,’ Olesya said
 .

On her left, two groups of Zaslon soldiers tucked themselves into white vans. They were staying mobile, a short distance from Olesya’s team in case things went very wrong, but their essential purpose was to collect captured operatives
 .

‘Once you take the operatives down,’ Illarion said, ‘keep moving and let our Zaslon teams transport them. Don’t waste time. You need to capture as many of these operatives as possible
 .’

‘Something tells me they aren’t just going to shoot a politician and call it a day
 .’

Ark opened the back door to the Fora and climbed in. ‘Not if we get there first
 .’

Val looked at Gleb for a moment, seemed about to say something, then climbed in after her brother
 .

‘What about the rest of your team?’ Gleb asked
 .

Olesya climbed in beside them. ‘We are
 the team
 .’

Gleb stared at her. ‘Don’t you have full
 teams
 ?’

‘We did,’ Olesya said. ‘They were killed
 .’












Chapter Nineteen












S
 now coated Moscow like icing.


Olesya brushed flakes from her face as she followed the trio of Fifth Column operatives. They moved as one, slipping between snow-powdered Christmas trees that shimmered with violet lights. She kept a careful distance as the operatives moved around a carved ice display, toward the center of Pushkin Square. She could only see part of their faces and she seared those into memory
 .

Olesya closed the gap quickly. This was one of the busiest squares in the world, and during Christmas it glittered with fairy lights and sculptures, attracting crowds of people. It was pretty much the worst place to track someone. The operatives had chosen it for counter-surveillance. Once they’d shaken off any trackers—like Olesya—they would proceed to their objective
 .

All three operatives reached the crowd and abruptly separated
 .

Olesya spoke softly. ‘They’re splitting. I’m taking the center.’ Her target had straight dark hair and wore a black padded jacket with a shiny hood. Like the other operatives, she carried a slim black rucksack
 .

Ark was the first to respond. ‘I have the left
 .’

‘I’ll take right,’ Val said
 .

Olesya kept her attention on the shiny hood of her target. The operative turned her head slightly, as though looking over her shoulder, enough for Olesya to see the line of her jaw. Her nose
 .

Following her target, Olesya stepped through a wall of white fairy lights suspended from above. They parted like a luminous cobweb and she walked through, into the night
 .

The operative moved sharply away from the crowd and started for one end of the square. Olesya walked along the crowd’s edge, keeping a low profile. In the corner of her vision, the operative stepped under a row of snow-coated power lines and disappeared down a flight of stairs to a subway station. Olesya started after her, feeling for the Troika card in her pocket
 .

She held her pressel switch. ‘Under Pushkin Square, walking to Tverskaya Station
 .’

‘Heading north-east,’ Val said. ‘Not going into subway
 .’

‘Same here,’ Ark said. ‘North-east on Strastnoy, above ground
 .’

All three operatives were still moving in the same general direction. Olesya felt an itch between her shoulder blades. She didn’t like where this was going
 .

She descended the stairs. The operative was still visible and there were plenty of civilians walking in both directions. She kept her distance and used nearby people to obscure herself
 .

A civilian might see your face three times before recognizing you were following them. A soldier? Maybe twice. An operative, once. She couldn’t burn herself, but this vestibule made that hard. Last time she was in a place like this, eight people died. She should have saved them, but she didn’t
 .

The Fifth Column, inspired by the suicide attacks of the ancient Chera dynasty and the Kamikaze pilots of the Second World War, started using this unconventional tactic a decade ago. And they used it because it worked
 .

The victim’s programming was simpler than the programming of the operative who handled them. These victims were cheap and easy to produce, yet difficult to recruit because there was no reliable method for assessing who was susceptible to programming—short of inviting the entire resistance group to see a stage hypnotist. But the victim was easy to blame and the operative would slip away unseen
 .

And she’d let that happen
 .

Olesya moved through the vestibule, hearing phantom screams and car alarms from years ago. She remembered Illarion’s debrief; he told her she couldn’t stop everything. She felt the weight of disappointment in his words and could do nothing with it
 .

Today was different. The way these three operatives moved, this was coordinated. And it would take place in the largest, busiest underground transit system in the world: the Moscow subway
 .

Ark and Val reported in again, their voices crackling. Soon Olesya would be in the subway, losing contact completely
 .

Every so often, the operative in front would turn her head to the side and check for threats. Olesya watched her face intently, but couldn’t see who she really was. If only Olesya could move closer, she could be sure
 .

The operative pulled her rucksack higher and, with her Troika card, moved through the metal turnstile. She disappeared down the escalator to the subway platform. Olesya reached for her own card and swiped it over the turnstile’s yellow circle. The turnstile blinked green and the clear plastic barriers parted, allowing her into Tverskaya Station
 .

Olesya stepped through, pocketing her Troika card and moving for the escalator. In mid-stride she noticed abrupt movement over the turnstile’s shiny metal surface. Someone behind her. She ducked as two suppressed gunshots popped overhead with the sound of exploding popcorn. She dropped between the turnstiles and ripped down her coat, pulling the studs open. She drew her Gyurza pistol
 .

The operative was close behind. Olesya circled a turnstile for concealment. She didn’t know whether this operative was Ark’s and Val’s, but it was her problem now. The crowd moved onward—not hearing the suppressed shots—and only a few lingered to watch a man stumble. He’d incurred a gunshot wound to his arm
 .

The operative launched over the turnstile. His elbow connected with Olesya’s head and his knee knocked her Gyurza clear. It skittered down the escalator. The operative put distance between him and Olesya, then aimed his own pistol—a compact Glock with suppressor
 .

Olesya recovered more quickly than the operative calculated. She closed the gap before his finger was in the trigger guard and kicked his knee out. He sidestepped her kick
 .

Around them, the crowd widened. They didn’t flee in terror like those she’d seen in Hollywood disaster movies. Olesya had been trained to react instantaneously, but the majority of the crowd stood around and watched, unable to process the danger and unable to look away. One person panicked and fled, then another, and another
 .

The operative tried to regain his balance, his right arm extending to shoot. Olesya stepped to one side and slammed her shoulder into his arm, breaking the joint. She grabbed his Glock by its long suppressor and pried it from his grasp, then threw herself backward. She slid on her back across the polished granite, away from the operative, aimed the pistol with both hands and fired. Nothing happened. She came to a stop on the granite. There was a blinking red diode on her pistol grip. Fingerprint restriction. She couldn’t shoot
 .

‘You’re out of your league.’ The operative advanced
 .

Olesya got to one knee, held the pistol by the barrel and used it as a club, knocking his attack off alignment. She stood and weaved around him. He held a knife in one hand. She drove her knee at his spine. He twisted, avoided her knee and countered with his knife. The blade cut her firing hand and her pistol went flying down the escalator
 .

Olesya slid back into a turnstile aisle and drew the fling knife from her thigh. She slapped her throwing arm down on her other hand to trigger a crisp release. The operative raised his broken arm to protect himself. The knife embedded into his forearm
 .

Olesya wriggled under the plastic barriers of the turnstile and climbed to her feet. Operatives were always a tough match, but this one seemed different. He pulled the knife from his flesh and cast it aside. It struck an onlooker in the shoulder. The onlooker saw the knife, then passed out. Nearby commuters screamed and finally everyone pushed against each other to flee. That gave her more room, but it also gave the operative more room
 .


Where are the others? This is their operative
 .


He closed on her, knife in his left hand
 .

Olesya drew her Raven knife. She needed help
 .

Behind the operative, an escalator delivered the suppressed Glock back to this floor. He went straight for her, reached the barriers and thrust his blade at her neck
 .

She deflected the strike with her own knife. His arm came back in for another attack. With a strong flick, she cut the knife from his grasp and sliced his wrist. His knife bounced off the turnstile and landed in the next aisle. He pinned her knife hand to the metal surface of the turnstile and head-butted her. Her vision crackled. The turnstile beeped in protest
 .

Olesya kicked off the barriers and launched herself up. Her boot caught him in the face as she flipped over the turnstile and into the next aisle. Her wrist turned with her, but the operative kept it pinned
 .

Olesya landed in the adjacent aisle. His knife was between her feet. She grabbed it and stabbed at his good arm, but he pulled clear. She took the knives in both hands. Just one artery would be enough to bring him down, she thought, as 
she
 —


The operative vaulted the barriers with unexpected agility
 .


He must be wearing an exoskeleton
 .


The operative was in her aisle, one boot coming for her. She didn’t have room to avoid the kick and the plastic barriers blocked her retreat. She reached quickly for the NetGun on her belt, but she was too late. His boot sank into her stomach, expelling air from her lungs and lifting her off her feet
 .

The kick sent her crashing through the barriers, through the air and across the polished granite. Releasing both knives, she brought her elbows up to protect her head. She struck the corner of the escalator. One elbow absorbed the impact and went numb, and the back of her skull banged hard on the step. Light flashed across her vision, then vanished
 .












Chapter Twenty












Today



Barranquilla, Colombia







D
 amien breathed deeply,
 filling his lungs. The industrial district smelled of old engine oil. He swiped his ID on the turnstile and waited for the elevator with Nasira. Underneath their feet was a sterile production facility that supposedly manufactured hormone replacement therapy and birth control medication
 .

With their stolen IDs, Damien hoped no one would notice Nasira’s name was Pedro Herrera. A glass elevator finally arrived and they took the plunge
 .

Nasira chose the level in the middle, labeled CLINICO. ‘Barranquilla or bust
 .’

Her hand rested on her holstered Sig Sauer P226, as issued to Pedro Herrera. Back when they were operatives, the P226 was Jay’s preferred pistol. It seemed a long time ago
 .

Damien checked his own utility belt. In addition to a P226, it contained everything the guards had been carrying, but like Nasira he’d made a few additions of his own: a knife, a shim and handcuff key, a small diamond saw, a flashlight and a sachet of combat gauze
 .

‘Uh,’ Nasira said
 .

She pulled him by the shoulder, turning him around. The elevator descended through a glass shaft, granting them a high view of the facility’s floor below. Different sectors were broken by corridors and chambers, many lined with hospital beds. More than he could count. But most importantly, the beds were occupied
 .

‘This might take a while,’ Damien said
 .

‘We don’t have much time.’ Nasira took a moment to steady herself. ‘Christ, they’re test subjects, aren’t they
 ?’

‘Nothing Jay can’t handle, right?’ Damien forced away images of Jay being tested, possibly dissected. He hoped they weren’t too late
 .

Nasira’s eyes were glassy
 .

‘You and Jay, you’ve been … close lately,’ he said
 .

She swallowed. ‘Just focus
 .’

The elevator reached the clínico floor and the doors opened. The corridor smelled sharply of ammonia and was oddly quiet. Nasira moved fast through the corridor. They passed the occasional nurse and doctor who wore pale blue scrubs over sneakers and civilian clothes. Nasira cornered a nurse
 .

‘¿Falta algún paciente?’ Nasira asked
 .

The nurse shook his head. ‘No … I don’t think we’re missing any. They … there’s no way they 
could
 —
 ’

Nasira pointed to a security camera on the ceiling behind the nurse. ‘We have reports of a patient walking around unsupervised in this area
 .’

‘I can check everyone immediately.’ The nurse’s wide eyes moved between Nasira and Damien. ‘Do you know the patient’s ID? Do you know what they look like
 ?’

‘Male, light brown skin tone, short black hair,’ Nasira said. ‘Dressed … like a patient
 .’

‘That doesn’t really narrow it down,’ the nurse said
 .

Nasira snapped her fingers. ‘He was threatening to electrocute other patients
 .’

The nurse blinked. ‘Oh yes, that’s 165. The ward is this way
 .’

He walked quickly but Nasira was already overtaking him
 .

‘He’s become very aggressive lately,’ the nurse said. ‘We’ve had to sedate him more often than the others. But he’s never tried to escape 
before
 —
 ’

The nurse swiped his ID and opened a glass door. Nasira drew her Sig, and Damien followed her through to a long, narrow ward with hospital beds that lined both sides. Nurses and doctors paced the center, collecting blood samples and writing on tablets. Damien noticed a small logo on the back of their tablets: two merged left and right arrows, like a misaligned X. It was an angular drawing of a DNA strand
 .

The nurse continued down the aisle and stopped by a curtained bed. Nasira ripped open the curtains to find a young man lying in a hospital bed. Damien couldn’t see from his angle, but he didn’t need to. Nasira’s eyes told him everything. She moved forward, pistol lowered
 .

Damien sidestepped the nurse to see for himself. Relief and anxiety pulled inside him. The patient wasn’t awake, but the sensors alongside the bed showed his heartbeat and blood pressure. Unlike the other beds, this bed frame was made from hard polymers rather than metal. And unlike the metal restraints on the others, this patient was secured to the bed with plasticuffs. He had high cheekbones, an amber brown complexion and cracked lips
 .

They’d finally found him
 .

Jay opened his eyes
 .

Nasira gasped, coughing to cover her reaction. She turned to the nurse. ‘Where is the supervising doctor for this ward
 ?’

‘I think she’s on break at the moment,’ the nurse said. ‘I can find her
 .’

The nurse disappeared. Damien closed the curtain behind them. Jay looked confused, but tried to sit up in the bed. That was a good sign
 .

‘Are you hurt?’ Nasira asked softly. ‘Can you walk out of here
 ?’

Jay held Nasira’s wrist tightly and didn’t let go. ‘I’m good.’ He looked down at his cuffed arms. There were IV lines embedded in his veins. ‘Considering
 .’

‘What are they doing here?’ Damien asked
 .

‘Everyone with abilities,’ Jay said. ‘Picking them off the street and copying their pseudo
 …’

‘Pseudogenes,’ Damien finished. ‘They can do that
 ?’

‘Listen up.’ Nasira pried the plasticuffs loose with her knife. ‘We’re getting you the hell out. Don’t matter what they’re doing
 .’

The curtains parted and a doctor stepped through. ‘Is everything OK
 ?’

Nasira reached for a new line of plasticuffs. ‘We’re tying the patient up. He was uncooperative and in possession of a knife. Any idea where he might have gotten that from
 ?’

She tossed the knife to Damien and checked Jay’s vitals. She looped the plasticuff around the bed frame and pulled the doctor’s wrist onto it, fastening with a sharp flick
 .

‘Kinky,’ Jay said, ‘but strangely not part of my fantasy
 .’

Damien cut Jay’s other arm free and tossed the blade back to Nasira. She held it to the doctor’s throat
 .

‘What are you doing to these people?’ Nasira asked
 .

‘Ensayo clínico,’ she said with a whisper. Clinical trial
 .

‘What the hell is this place?’ Nasira asked
 .

The doctor tried to respond but her voice cracked under pressure. She finally said, ‘I-Intron
 .’

‘Intron? Who are they?’ Nasira asked. ‘Private military
 ?’

The doctor shot Nasira a disgusted look. ‘Certainly not. This is pharmacology, 
biotech
 —
 ’

‘How many of your security guards are coming?’ Nasira asked
 .

‘Just two guards,’ the doctor said. ‘Usually
 .’

Shouts came from the corridor outside the ward. Someone yelled, ‘Drop your weapons.’ Then gunfire
 .

‘Security?’ Nasira asked
 .

The doctor stared through her. ‘I don’t know those voices
 .’


That wasn’t pistol fire either
 , Damien thought
 .

‘Friends of yours?’ Jay pointed upward
 .

Damien followed his finger through the open ceiling. Another elevator descended the glass shaft. Inside it, a cluster of athletic looking men and women, masked, black fatigues
 .

‘Are they here for you?’ Nasira asked
 .

‘I’m popular,’ Jay said, ‘but not that
 popular
 .’

Damien counted five of them. They wielded sand-colored carbines and black suppressors. They also wore white armbands
 .

‘This doesn’t look like a friendly visit,’ Damien said
 .

Nasira made her decision. ‘Then we leave now
 .’

Damien moved carefully ahead of her, listening. More footsteps. He held up a couple of fingers: two armed intruders in the corridor, just outside their ward
 .

Nasira drew her pistol
 .












Chapter Twenty-One












O
 lesya was lying
 in the grass. Xiu stood over her and Damien and Jay were there too. They were all wearing their blue vests and safety goggles
 .

‘We made it over the wall,’ Damien said
 .

‘Hell yeah!’ Jay punched the air
 .

Xiu crouched beside her. ‘All thanks to you
 .’

‘I did it for you.’ Olesya reached out for her hand
 .

‘Then why did you betray me?’ Xiu asked
 .

The whistle sounded through the forest
 .

Olesya woke up. She was sprawled across the escalator steps as they descended to the subway platforms. The operative gripped his pistol and descended the steps toward her, pushing past commuters
 .

Olesya’s right arm was numb so she reached across her body with her left. He saw, raised his pistol toward her. His arm trembled. Blood dripped from his wrist
 .

Unclipping her NetGun, Olesya pressed the firing button with her thumb. Compressed air punched a featherlight steel net into the operative. It ballooned with weighted talons and wrapping around him, fixing his shooting arm to his neck and knocking the pistol clear. Tightly wrapped in the net, the operative toppled back onto the steps, shuddering as the net delivered repeated electric shocks
 .

The escalator pushed Olesya onto the red granite floor of the subway platform. She got to her feet, retrieved her Gyurza pistol and stepped clear of the entangled operative. She didn’t know how long he’d been following her, and if he’d had the opportunity to report her presence to the other operatives before entering the subway. At least in here if she couldn’t communicate with her people, he couldn’t communicate with his
 .

She left him on the floor. The electric shocks would only zap him if he tried to move, plus the Zaslon teams would collect him from the platform as soon as she could make the call. She snapped the studs on her coat closed and walked the platform, feeling a cool breeze on her face. A train pulled in beside her. The doors opened and commuters moved on and off the platform. The operative was at the end of the platform. She jumped inside the rear car and slipped between the closing doors
 .

Watching Olesya through the glass, the operative smirked
 .

The train started moving again. Olesya swore under her breath. Thinking quickly, she slapped a sticky cam above the doors of the next car. It was small enough that no one would notice, but the lens would be wide enough to see the operative leave the train
 .

Olesya ran from the station, her lungs burning. At the surface she called in Zaslon to collect the captured operative, then checked on Ark and Val
 .

Ark swore. ‘I lost mine. Think he doubled back to Pushkin Square
 .’

‘Don’t bother, I got him,’ Olesya said. ‘Val
 ?’

‘Still on mine, but he’s boxing me,’ Val said. ‘We’re about to go around the same block a second time
 .’

‘Don’t follow or you’ll get burned,’ Olesya said. ‘Ark, we need you in there
 .’

‘On my way.’ Ark slammed a car door. ‘I need directions
 .’

‘Corner of Vorotnikovskiy and Degtyarnyy,’ Val said. ‘Bearing north on Vorotnikovskiy
 .’

‘Olesya, what about you?’ Ark asked
 .

‘I’m working on it.’ She waved at the oncoming traffic
 .

Many cars in Moscow acted as taxis, outnumbering official taxis. A bruised silver Chevrolet Optra pulled in almost immediately. Olesya considered stealing it at gunpoint, but she didn’t know this city well enough yet. A local driver would be faster
 .

‘How fast can you get me to Mayakovskaya?’ she asked the driver
 .

He scratched a gray eyebrow. ‘That depends on how much
 .’

‘Ten thousand rubles.’ She reached for her folded bills
 .

He stared at the bills. ‘Very fast
 .’

Olesya jumped in the front seat. ‘Give me faster
 .’

He stepped on it
 .

While Val directed Ark to her operative, Olesya knew she couldn’t outrun the train with the hooded operative, and she wasn’t going to try. But she didn’t want to be too far behind either. Firing up her phone, she checked the sticky cam feed. It was black except for three words: no signal detected
 .

The wheels screeched as the driver took the corner almost as hard as she would have. Then the feed sparked to life. Through the sticky camera’s fish-eye lens she could see the train stopping at Mayakovskaya; it had been quicker than she thought. The doors opened just below the camera. On the edges of the extremely wide lens, she could see the other car doors open as well. The resolution was reasonable, but she needed to squint to scan the crowd that flowed between steel columns
 .

Jacket with a shiny hood, black hair. Moving from the car on the right. A rucksack on her back. In the center of the platform, police officers appeared and started directing commuters out of the station. A lot of police officers
 .

‘That’s not good,’ Olesya said under her breath
 .

The driver crunched the Optra to a halt. ‘It is very good, we’re here
 !’

She dropped the rubles in his lap. He wished her a good day as she slammed the door and sprinted for the station, muddied snow crunching underfoot
 .

Police officers were standing outside, leading commuters out but denying entry. Olesya watched the crowd filter out onto the winter streets, checking everyone’s faces. The last few people stepped out, followed by more officers
 .

She checked her camera feed. The train was still at the now-empty platform, Empty except for a glimpse of shiny hood. The operative was still down there, alone. Whatever she was doing, now was the perfect opportunity to do it
 .

Olesya opened her wallet for the pair of officers guarding the entrance. The officer with two stripes on her shoulder—a junior sergeant—looked at her Federal Security Service ID. It was a perfect forgery, from her false name and number to the hologram in the center
 .

‘What’s the situation?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘Bomb threat,’ the sergeant said. ‘Special Rapid Response will enter now
 .’

Olesya turned and saw the blue and white armored van unloading a six-person team of rapid response officers in black fatigues and helmets. One of them moved like an astronaut in his bomb suit, layered generously in Kevlar, foam, and plastic
 .

‘Give me ten minutes,’ she said to the sergeant
 .

Before the sergeant could react, she moved quickly through the entry hall
 .

‘I’m heading into Mayakovskaya station,’ Olesya said into her throat mike. ‘Call if you need me
 .’

‘You’re only a block away. Maybe you should call if you need us
 ,’ Ark said. ‘We’ll play tag in the meantime
 .’

‘Speak soon,’ Olesya said
 .

Leaping over the interior turnstiles, she strode under the colorful yellow and blue mosaic ceiling and onto an escalator. It fed her down through a white tunnel lit by globular lamps. The tunnel was so long that she could barely see the end
 .

‘Val,’ Ark said in her earpiece, ‘do you see her? I’ve lost the eye
 .’

Val replied, but her words started to fragment as Olesya moved deeper underground. She thought of going back to help—they weren’t far—but she couldn’t let the hooded operative escape. Running down the escalator, Olesya only slowed when she neared the bottom, popping her coat studs slowly so they made no sound, and carefully drawing her Gyurza
 .

There were two figures in the distance, not one. The noise of the escalators covered Olesya’s footsteps. She moved slow and whisper-soft on the outer edge of the platform, concealed by the shiny steel and marble columns. She stepped over the bodies of two dead police officers, parts of their heads shot through
 .

She moved close enough to hear them talking. They spoke English with American accents. Olesya stood behind a column and checked her phone. It had reception and the sticky cam was able to connect. She was rewarded with a view of both women, pistols aimed at each other. One was the operative with the hooded jacket, but she wasn’t sure of the other one yet. She wore dark jeans and a black leather jacket over a gray t-shirt. She had dark bronzite hair and a pale complexion
 .

‘If we’re caught,’ the hooded operative said, ‘I’m the one with valuable intelligence to trade and you’re the terrorist mastermind caught in the act
 .’

Olesya had just found the missing operative
 .


‘Tell me where the explosives are and I’ll get you out unscathed,’ the new woman said. ‘Relatively speaking
 .’

‘With me as your prisoner,’ the hooded operative said
 .

‘Better than being dead
 .’

‘It’s me or the explosives. You can’t have both
 .’

If the top brass wanted proof that operative hunters were effective—that Olesya
 was effective—they were going to get it. She aimed her pistol and stepped out behind the hooded operative, directly facing the new woman
 .

‘Actually, there’s a third option.’ Olesya lined up her sights with the new one
 .

She didn’t even flinch
 .

Both the hooded operative and the new woman kept their pistols trained on each other. Neither tried to aim at Olesya
 .

‘I can drop you both without even calling for backup,’ Olesya said. ‘If you want out of this alive, then I suggest you slowly point your weapons to the ceiling and remove your magazines
 .’

The new woman stared back at Olesya with smoke-gray eyes that burned through her. They seemed to see everything; to read everything
 .

‘Listen to me,’ the new woman said. ‘This operative has placed explosives on the platform
 .’

‘Don’t listen to her,’ the hooded operative interrupted, speaking in Russian. ‘She’s
 the suspect and I’m trying to stop 
her

 .’

‘Last chance.’ Olesya kept her aim on the new one with gray eyes. ‘Both of you: aim your pistols at the ceiling
 .’

The new woman pointed her pistol to the ceiling. Slowly and deliberately, she released her magazine
 .

‘Who are you?’ Olesya asked
 .

‘My name is Sophia. You might have 
heard
 —
 ’

‘No, I haven’t,’ Olesya said
 .

Sophia did look familiar, but Olesya couldn’t recall a photo of her in Illarion’s collection. Some of those photos were recent, they were adult operatives. Some were outdated, from back when they were still children. Maybe Sophia had grown some
 .

‘Your turn,’ Sophia said to the hooded operative
 .

Olesya shifted her aim. ‘Remove your magazine
 !’

The hooded operative remained still
 .

Olesya needed to see her face. She needed to know
 …

Then Sophia spoke. ‘Children three that nestle near. Eager eye and willing ear, pleased a simple tale to hear
 .’

The operative stood between them and twitched, then hung forward, limbs dangling. ‘Access permitted
 .’

Sophia spoke to Olesya in calm yet stilted Russian. ‘Ask her again. She will obey basic commands
 .’

Olesya kept her pistol trained on the hooded operative. ‘Point your barrel to the ceiling, remove your magazine and clear the chamber
 .’

The operative did as she was instructed. The magazine clattered by her feet. A single round bounced across the marble. She remained standing and stared ahead
 .

‘How did you do that?’ Olesya asked
 .

Sophia arched an eyebrow divided with a fine scar. ‘It’s a long story.’ She lowered her pistol and aimed at Olesya. There was one round still in her chamber
 .

Olesya aimed at the same time. Stalemate. ‘You only have one round
 .’

‘I can work with that,’ Sophia said. ‘Who are you? GRU? SVR
 ?’

‘FSB,’ Olesya lied. ‘Maybe that was your third guess
 .’

‘Maybe.’

‘Speaking of threes, how many of you are there—here in Moscow
 ?’

‘You tell me,’ Sophia said
 .

It clicked into place. Olesya remembered where she’d seen Sophia. It was right in this very station, three years and one month ago. She’d slipped through the crowd before the explosion. Olesya tried to catch her but the detonation cut her off and she’d gotten away
 .

Not this time
 .

Olesya hit her pressel switch. ‘I have two operatives
 .’

‘You have one of them,’ Sophia said, nodding to the hooded operative between them. ‘And it’s not me
 .’

Olesya kept her pistol trained on Sophia’s face. Twenty meters. She could take the shot. ‘You’re one of them. I remember you
 .’

Sophia shook her head slowly. ‘Whatever you think I’ve done, that wasn’t me. I can explain
 .’

Olesya’s finger curled over the trigger. ‘Give me one good reason why I don’t shoot you right now
 .’

‘Because I’m not like them,’ Sophia said
 .

‘Why should I believe anything you say
 ?’

‘I’m not programmed. Not anymore
 .’

Olesya shook her head. ‘That’s not possible
 .’

‘Then how would you explain what I just did?’ Sophia asked
 .

Olesya’s comms crackled. Ark’s voice, dropping in and out
 .

‘—can you—me? Val is—last seen—north from 
Tverskaya
 —
 ’

Olesya held down her pressel switch. ‘Unreadable, say again
 .’

Ark called her phone. Carefully taking a hand off her pistol, Olesya answered
 .

‘I’m at the north entrance, can you hear me?’ Ark yelled. ‘Shit! I think they grabbed Val
 !’

Panic sheared through Olesya
 .

‘White van!’ Ark breathed rapidly and read out the number plate. ‘Bearing north on Tverskaya Street! Shit, shit shit. You’re closer, can you get there? Tell me you can get there
 !’

Olesya kept her gaze on Sophia. ‘Yes
 .’

‘The van has tinted glass, roof racks and a hatch with a small window on the rear!’ Ark yelled
 .

‘Let me guess.’ Sophia didn’t blink. ‘You have to run
 ?’

‘My team know exactly where we are.’ Olesya ended the call and pocketed her phone. ‘If you were to make the wrong move
 .’

‘Understood.’ Sophia slowly lowered her pistol. ‘I take it you want me to disarm the explosives
 .’

Olesya holstered her own, wishing for a moment her NetGun was loaded
 .

‘Whatever you do with that operative, do it fast,’ Olesya said
 .

She broke into a run, heading for the southern entrance. Her earpiece crackled
 .

‘I repeat, white van. White van. Tinted glass,’ Ark said. ‘Two in the front seat
 .’

Olesya flashed her ID at the police outside and read out the number plate to them. ‘The terrorists are inside and they’ve taken a police officer hostage
 .’

She ran for the corner. The street flowed with four lanes in both directions. She needed to steal a car if she was going to intercept this van, which could be passing her at any 
moment
 —


She saw it. Driver and passenger. Tinted glass
 .

It was almost here and she was on the wrong side of the road. She moved without thinking and ran for the double lines in the center. The van was heading right for her. She drew her Gyurza, knowing she couldn’t shoot without risk of hitting Val. Even if she managed to shoot the tires, she’d end up killing half a dozen motorists from ricochets. There had to be a better way of stopping them
 .

She held out her ID and stepped boldly into the first lane. There was a blue two-door Jeep driving in front of the van. She aimed her Gyurza at the Jeep. The driver hit the brakes, but Olesya was already stepping into the next lane, aiming at the driver of a small red sedan. If she couldn’t stop the van, she would stop everyone in front of the van
 .

The ground beneath Olesya shook. She widened her stance and felt it rumble through her body. A low, deafening roar. Glass and marble spewed from the station entrance on the other side of the road
 .

The van’s driver swerved around the traffic into the adjacent lane, clipping the red sedan. The impact slowed the van, but now it had a clean break
 .

‘Olesya!’ Ark’s voice was breathless in her earpiece. ‘Can you see the van
 ?’

Tinted glass—bullet resistant. One driver and a passenger in the cabin. Roof racks on top. The van accelerated toward her
 .

Olesya holstered her pistol and stood her ground. ‘I see it
 .’

The van aimed right for her
 .

She jumped clear with a fraction of time to spare. The van passed by her, plain and featureless with nothing on the side for her to grab. She reached out and her fingers caught the rear hatch. It pulled her off her feet. She gripped the handle and hauled her boots onto the step under the hatch. The van didn’t stop. She held onto the hatch with both hands
 .

Through the hatch window, she could see four people inside. Two were armed with submachine guns. One of them was Val. And another was tending to Val, who lay still with closed eyes, and another carried a tablet. On the back of the tablet there was a small logo that looked like a DNA strand
 .

Taking one hand off the handle, Olesya aimed her pistol through the glass, at the nearest armed passenger. He lunged for the hatch, but she put one round into his head. It shattered the window and tore through his skull. The hatch popped up, lifting her with it. Tverskaya Street became a smear of cars and buildings. Wind howled through her ears
 .

Olesya landed on top of the van, then tumbled over the side. She grabbed a roof rack and hung with one hand. The van was surrounded by traffic that roared around her. There was a truck on one side and a bus on the other. She hung to the roof rack while the passengers in the bus beside her watched in disbelief
 .

Her Gyurza pistol was near the front of the van, wedged under the roof rack. She extended one hand 
and
 —


The van rammed a car in front, almost knocking Olesya free. She held on, then climbed toward the van’s driver. He exposed his arm, pistol in hand. She closed the gap fast, snapping her legs in a scissor motion and breaking his elbow. The passenger sitting in the cabin next to him was quick to react. She took the wheel and tried to aim a pistol of her own. With the driver’s head planted on the wheel—horn blaring—she aimed over his shoulder at Olesya
 .

Olesya’s legs were still clamped over the driver’s arm. She drew them in, pulling the driver back and blocking the passenger’s aim. The passenger fired and blew a hole through the driver’s head. The driver slumped on the steering wheel, hitting the horn
 .

The van steered into the bus. The bus driver saw them coming and tried to get clear. Olesya released her driver’s arm and quickly pulled herself over the roof racks. The van smashed into the side of the bus, metal on metal. Olesya slipped and rolled off the roof. The horn drowned everything else out. She went flying over the road and—slammed into the side of the truck. Her hip took the impact and she bounced off, back onto the roof of the van. But she wasn’t going to make it. The road rushed to meet her
 .

Olesya reached out. She grabbed a roof rack and hit the side of the van, crushing air from her lungs. She didn’t let go. The new driver glared through the side mirror
 .

One driver down, another to go
 .

Olesya climbed along the side of the van, hands moving quickly across the roof rack, and made her way to the passenger’s side of the cabin. She reached into her boot for the only knife she had left—her survival knife
 .

But this driver saw her coming. She steered into the truck
 .

Olesya still had time. She held the roof rack with one hand, knife with the other. She struck the knife’s hilt into the cabin window. The window crystallized. She struck again. The laminated glass caved in
 .

A flash of movement behind her, from the open hatch
 .

Submachine-gun
 .

Olesya flung her survival knife at the shooter. He pulled back. The knife missed. He aimed again, then suddenly retreated. The van went crashing into the truck again. Olesya saw it coming and kicked off the side of the truck. She landed on top of the van and braced herself. The van grazed the truck and almost lost control. Olesya went for her pistol. The hatch bobbed open behind her
 .

Rounds punched through the roof, narrowly missing her. The van roared through a busy intersection. Horns and cars blasted in their wake
 .

Olesya turned over onto her back and slid to the rear of the van. She slammed her heel on the open hatch. It whipped down, struck the shooter and sent him tumbling from the van. Motorists behind them hit their brakes
 .

The van struck a curb and Olesya lost her grip on the roof. She slid down the closed hatch, twisting to grab for the broken window. Her pistol flew over her head and her boots grazed the road. She hung on by the window frame with one hand. She reached up with her other hand and pulled herself toward the window. Inside, Val lay with one remaining passenger. That passenger aimed a submachine gun at her. The van took a corner. Hard. In that split second, Olesya made her decision
 .

She let go
 .












Chapter Twenty-Two












Barranquilla, Colombia







D
 amien listened
 for the two intruders. Silence. The intruders paused outside the ward a little too long. They were coming inside
 .

Nasira folded her knife and gave it to Jay, then took him by his other arm
 .

Damien grabbed a nurse by the shoulder. ‘Is there another exit?’ he asked in Spanish
 .

‘No, no, just through the glass door
 .’

‘Hide,’ Damien said
 .

The nurse did as instructed, hiding behind a hospital bed. Damien did the same. A dazed patient looked down at him. He heard the glass door breaking
 .

On the other side of the ward, Nasira tucked Jay in behind the staff desk. Damien peered over the bed. A masked woman aimed her suppressed carbine at the first bed in the ward. She fired a short burst. People screamed
 .

Fear rose inside Damien, cold and sickly
 .

They weren’t here for Jay. They were here for everyone
 .

There was a second burst. Then gunfire from other wards. In chorus, it echoed through the building
 .

Damien risked another glance. Now there were two masked shooters in the ward with them. One was shooting while the other walked over to where Damien was hiding. Damien unlocked the bed wheels and shoved the bed into the aisle. It crashed into the masked shooter, but didn’t stall him long. He pushed forward and aimed at 
Damien
 —


The back of his head sprayed the wall. He slumped against it
 .

Nasira stood behind the desk, pistol in both hands, but the first shooter dived for the glass door and escaped
 .

Jay collected the dead shooter’s suppressed carbine—an FN Scar Mark 17 with a compact 13-inch barrel. Jay looked ready to move, but the sedatives slowed him a fraction
 .

Damien stepped around him. ‘On me
 .’

Nasira knew the drill. She didn’t have Damien and Jay’s enhanced healing and regeneration abilities, so she stacked behind them. They entered the corridor quickly, Damien aiming left, Jay right. Jay was the first to fire. He discharged a short burst of suppressed rounds
 .

‘Shooter down,’ Jay said quietly
 .

They never said ‘Clear’ because it never was
 .

Suppressed gunfire and screams echoed from every direction. Nasira broke formation and moved away from the elevator. Damien checked behind and saw the crumpled body Jay had shot. He considered running over to the body and stealing the carbine, but the distance in open ground wasn’t worth it
 .

Nasira was running ahead. Damien followed her and Jay took up rear security. Nasira hit a t-intersection and went left, bringing them to another glass door. She swiped her stolen ID and pushed through into what looked like an administration wing. There was no one here. The desks were scattered with breath mints and coffee, but there were no bodies. The staff had evacuated very recently. Nasira kicked a chair from her path and kept moving. Damien followed, making sure Jay didn’t slow
 .

It took them a very long minute to make it to the staff vehicle bay. Damien searched for older cars to steal, but they were all new. On foot, Nasira took them across the vehicle bay and toward a ramp, then she stopped and swore
 .

Three masked figures walked down the ramp, suppressed barrels aimed at them. Two 4x4s crawled behind the figures, their engines rumbling and windshields dark. The figures wore white armbands above their elbows
 .

Nasira lowered her pistol. There was no other option. Damien and Jay did the same
 .

‘Don’t shoot!’ Damien called out in Spanish, then English. ‘We came here to find you
 .’

Damien honestly had no idea where to go from here, but it was worth a shot. He searched the vehicle bay for more options as he talked, but there was nothing to help
 .

The masked figures approached, suppressors trained on Nasira, Damien and Jay. At least they weren’t shooting—yet
 .

‘I know you don’t have any reason to trust us,’ Damien said, speaking in English. ‘But we want to join you
 .’

One masked figure stepped forward, speckled green eyes on Damien. He aimed his carbine at Damien. ‘How can you join something you know nothing of
 ?’

‘One word.’ Damien struggled to remember the word from Cartagena. ‘Aberrations
 .’

The masked gunman lowered his carbine. ‘Those without faith are cursed with terrible powers of trickery and deception. They take the gift of the angels and give nothing in return
 .’

Damien heard footsteps behind them. He turned his head only a fraction, just enough to see a new pair of masked figures moving quickly through the vehicle bay
 .

‘Then we understand each other.’ Damien lowered his hands slowly to his sides
 .

‘I understand deception,’ the masked gunman said
 .

The new pair of figures ignored Damien, Nasira and Jay and went for the vehicles. One of them carried a black armored carry case. She reached the rear 4x4 and hurled the case into the back seat. The pair climbed in the 4x4 and reversed it up the ramp, leaving the original three figures and one vehicle to face Damien, Nasira and Jay
 .

‘Listen pal,’ Jay said, ‘we’re not standing in your way
 .’

The masked figure fired a single round into Jay’s chest
 .

Jay collapsed on his knees, mouth open
 .

Damien lunged over and pressed his hand over the entry wound. He found the exit wound and pressed on that too. Blood ran from his fingertips. He took his hand off the exit wound so he could quickly tear through his belt pouch and find the sachet of hemostatic combat gauze. He ripped the sachet open with his teeth and packed Jay’s exit wound with gauze. Blood oozed and bubbled over his hand. He kept some of the squares for the entry wound
 .

‘What do you want?’ Nasira asked, voice wavering with anger
 .

The figure smiled through his mask. ‘This is just the beginning
 .’

Jay leaned on Damien and groaned. The smell of Jay’s blood mixed with gasoline. Damien kept his fingers inside the exit wound, making a ball from the combat gauze and maintaining pressure. On anyone else, this was life and death. But Jay’s enhanced healing would save him. His pseudogenes would keep him alive. Damien just needed to stem the blood flow
 .

‘There’s something you need to know,’ Jay said, struggling to breathe
 .

Damien risked a glance at the masked gunman. ‘I’m working on it
 .’

‘Listen to me.’ Jay gripped his arm. ‘They didn’t just copy my pseudogenes
 .’

Damien leaned in, taking over the pressure for both wounds
 .

Jay’s breathing slowed. ‘They stole them
 .’



* * *
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